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The problem was to determine how comparable is comparable improvement for 
campuses in Texas. An alternative strategy for determining comparable improvement was 
developed using 2000 comparable improvement data provided by the Texas Education 
Agency for 2,403 elementary campuses. Comparable improvement is a measure that 
shows how student performance has changed from one year to the next and then 
compares that growth to 40 schools that are demographically most similar to the target 
school. Instead of using the most dominant characteristic as in the current process, the 
percent of students in poverty was the initial sorting characteristic. The impact of sorting 
by poverty was reviewed in four areas: 1.) the impact on quartile placement, 2.) the TLI 
average growth for the comparison group, 3.) the  award eligibility, and 4.) the changes in 
comparison group composition.  
 No practical significant difference was found for research questions 1 and 3, 
however, a practical significant difference was found in group average TLI growth for 
math and in the comparison group composition. Overall, the alternative process had the 
greatest impact on campuses with 40-80% poverty. Three possible factors may have 
influenced the results. First, the middle poverty campuses had the most change in 
comparison group as found in question 4. Second, the interaction between the middle 
poverty campuses and the alternative process could have been fueled by the removal of 
the 1,295 campuses with poverty as the dominant characteristic in current system. Third, 
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“Never before in history has there been such a demand for American educators to 
‘stand and deliver’ regarding their performance” (Streshly & Newcomer, 1994, p. 62). 
Despite 20 years of school reform efforts, the public still perceives American schools as 
failing. Everyone from politicians to business leaders is calling for more accountability, 
more testing, and more involvement in schools (Davies, 1997). Local, state, and federal 
agencies share in the highly political supervision and review of public schools. The extent 
to which each agency is responsible for the quality of education is a great concern. 
Although historically the major public issue was school finance (Ramirez, 1992), the 
public’s right to know has expanded, and as a result, the educational system is held 
responsible for student success. This public scrutiny began with “A Nation at Risk” 
(1983) and continued with approximately 300 governmental reports, commission papers, 
and educational task forces (Cuban, 1992; Decker, 1988; San Miguel, 1996;  Rathbone, 
1988).  
 Because of the publicity, national concern has mounted over the ability of public 
schools to provide students with quality instruction. Streshly and Newcomer (1994, p. 62) 
wrote,  “America has been convinced that its school system is a failure, and has 
determined to reverse its fortune.”  Brown (1990) stated that educational accountability 
endures as a “slippery concept” in which few believe that the outcomes of education are 
under anyone’s control (p. 2). Despite the widespread consensus that schools must be 
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accountable for student performance, few agreements exist on standards for 
accountability (Harrington-Lueker, 1998; Webb, 1995). The question of what constitutes 
knowledge and how it can be demonstrated often remains unanswered. Although logical 
in theory, the issue of measuring knowledge becomes controversial in practice. Analysts 
often speak of “litmus test” issues as those that delineate and separate political forces 
(Theobald, 1995, p. 462). For education, accountability is the new litmus test that most 
clearly separates the views of those with power to demand accountability and those in 
education to whom the demands are made. 
Regardless of increased accountability systems, the public perceives that students 
are not learning enough for the world that awaits them (Banks, 1994; Davies, 1997). The 
future of students at the turn of the century depends on brainpower rather than 
horsepower (Anrig, 1992). Responding to this reality, some policymakers promote 
reform by posing test-based accountability standards on students, teachers, and schools. 
The use of collected and reported data is the critical issue. The resulting push for 
accountability has led to a rush to test in the belief that the two are synonymous (Anrig, 
1992; Banks, 1994; Clinchy, 2001; DeBray, 1999; Fetler, 1990; & White, 1994). The 
result is that the government is spending valuable tax dollars and teachers are devoting 
valuable instruction time to test preparation while students continues to be inundated with 
testing (Oldham, 1993).  
As educators deal more effectively with accountability, perhaps greater issues will 
begin to occupy the public’s attention. Unfortunately, until the cry for accountability 
diminishes, testing and reporting continue. Anrig (1992) cautioned educators and 
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policymakers, “… instead of talking about testing, schools need to talk about teaching” 
(p. 34). According to Clinchy (2001, p. 494), “academic orthodoxy” is established when 
teachers are restricted to the mandated curriculum of the test. The present philosophy was 
simply stated by Gaines (1992, p. 17): “What gets measured gets taught. What gets 
reported gets taught twice as well.” Or as Oldham (1993, p. 21) stated, “Measurement 
drives instruction.”  
 
The Texas Accountability System 
The present investigation concerns itself with accountability processes and the use 
of comparison data in the state of Texas. Texas has an accountability system integrating 
accreditation ratings, student assessment, state curricula, and public reporting. The Texas 
Education Agency has established this integrated system through collaboration with 
educational professionals, professional organizations, and policymakers. The 
accountability system is based on eight guiding principles to ensure equitable and fair 
treatment across the state. As enumerated in the state accountability manual, the guiding 
principles are: student performance, recognition of diversity, system stability, system 
compliance, appropriate consequences, local program flexibility, local responsibility, and 
the public’s right to know (Accountability Manual, 2000).  
When the term integrated is used to describe the Texas system, the use is well 
supported. The accountability system is a composite of the state assessment, curriculum, 
accreditation, and professional development. The statewide testing program, Texas 
Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS), serves as the state performance standard or 
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measurement used in assessing the implementation of the Texas Essential Knowledge 
and Skills (TEKS). As changes are made in the required curriculum (TEKS), adjustments 
are made in the TAAS testing system.  Student performance also impacts the teacher 
appraisal system (Professional Development and Appraisal System) by awarding the 
teacher credit for the campus rating. For teachers on low performing campuses, points are 
added to the appraisal record if the campus is ranked in Quartile 1 or 2 by the campus 
comparable improvement report. If the campus is ranked in Quartile 4, no points are 
added to the teacher score. Additionally, principal appraisal and superintendent appraisal 
include student performance domains based on TAAS performance. The accountability 
for student performance does not stop at the campus or district level. The state of Texas is 
divided into 20 regions, each with an education service center that serves as a liaison 
between the state and local education agencies and that provides professional 
development and technical assistance.  Each education service center is held accountable 
for student performance. An education service center executive director’s appraisal also 
includes domains based upon TAAS performance, attendance, and the dropout rate for all 
the students served in the region (Accountability, 2000).  
The Texas system also utilizes a reward and sanction component initiated by the 
accreditation rating system. Base indicators determine the accreditation ratings for 
districts and campuses. The accountability system has three base indicators: TAAS 
performance in math, reading, and writing; attendance rate; and dropout rate. With the 
enormous importance of the accountability ratings and reporting systems, the TEA, with 
input from focus groups, defined and developed a system of procedural safeguards. The 
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inclusion of such safeguards provides a system that is both effective and equitable. One 
major procedural safeguard is the inclusion of only those students within the district as of 
the last week of October of the particular testing year for accountability purposes. With 
this safeguard, schools are only accountable for students actually served within the 
district for a reasonable length of instructional time. Another procedural safeguard 
considers small numbers in assigning accreditation ratings. For each accountability 
indicator, a minimum number of students is required before assigning campus and district 
ratings, comparable improvement growth scores, or special acknowledgements. In 
addition, system safeguards, including data quality audits and special analysis reviews, 
ensure that campus and district ratings are based on properly reported and measured data 
(Accountability, 2000).  
One major component of the state accountability system, the Academic 
Excellence Indicator System (AEIS), serves as the basis for reporting campus rating, 
student performance, and campus demographics to the public. At the core of the system is 
the campus report, the AEIS, which the Texas Education Agency provides annually. This 
AEIS includes the state-assigned accreditation ratings of exemplary, recognized, 
academically acceptable, or low performing for campuses as required by state law [TEC 
§ 39.072 (a)]. The report contains data from student and staff demographics, special 
programs, and campus expenditures as compared to the state average and a comparative 
campus group. The Texas Education Agency provides an annual comprehensive manual 
as a technical resource to aid in the interpretation of data and the effective use of the 
report. The AEIS report as required by statute, TEC § 39.054, must be utilized in the 
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campus site based decision-making process and be reviewed publicly each year. 
Therefore, the reporting of data becomes very important in decision-making, planning, 
and campus improvement (Texas Education Code, 1999). 
Because of the accreditation ratings, the most controversial information on the 
AEIS report is the TAAS results that are reported by student group and subject. Besides 
TAAS information, the AEIS provides an extensive data source for each campus 
including attendance, dropout rate, budget, and demographics by student, faculty, and 
program. The statewide Public Education Information Management System (PEIMS) 
collects student and school demographic information. When the pieces of the state’s 
accountability system are viewed as a whole, information collection and reporting are 
common threads running through the state’s educational infrastructure. 
As a part of AEIS, one statistic, called comparable improvement, attempts to 
establish like campus groupings for the purpose of comparing improvement gains in 
student performance as required by statute (Accountability, 2000). Comparable 
improvement is defined in the accountability glossary as “a measure that shows how 
student performance on the TAAS test has changed (or grown) from one year to the next, 
and then compares that growth to that of the 40 schools that are demographically most 
similar to the target school” (Accountabililty, 2000, p. 6). TEA constructs a unique 
comparison group of 40 campuses using six demographic characteristics in order of 
dominance (Accountability Manual, 2000, p. 47). The statute directs that the grouping is 
based on likeness as determined by the percentage of low income, white, Hispanic, 
African American, and limited English proficient students in the order of dominance for 
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each campus. Although not required by statute, the TEA added the percentage of mobile 
students, who are present less than 83% of the school year, to the selection process for the 
campus cohort. The comparable improvement analysis process recreates the comparison 
group each year to ensure a timely match by campus type and demographics. 
The order of dominance is the key component to constructing the 40-campus 
comparison grouping for comparable improvement. First, all campuses are grouped by 
campus type (elementary, middle, high, or multi-level). In the comparison for an 
elementary campus, for example, the original 100 campuses would include only 
elementary campuses as potential selections. The six characteristics for the target campus 
are then ranked from highest to lowest percent. Next, using the most dominant 
characteristic of the six characteristics, 100 campuses are chosen from the campus type 
selection pool that are the most similar to the target campus. From this point, the process 
changes from selecting campuses to removing campuses from the pool. The next most 
dominant characteristic is used to eliminate 10 campuses of the 100 that are the most 
dissimilar, in either direction. The process continues until only 50 comparison campuses 
remain. Finally, the group is reduced to 40 by removing the 10 campuses with the most 
dissimilar of the less predominant characteristics of the accountability student-group 
characteristics -African American, Hispanic, white, and economically disadvantaged. 
Because only student groups that are included in the accountability system are used, the 
percentage of limited English proficient and mobility are not included in the final 
reduction from 50 to 40 campuses. 
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Comparable Improvement Quartile Rankings 
Once the comparison group is established, comparable improvement includes the 
campus’s designation into a quartile based on the average growth on TAAS in reading 
and mathematics over a multi-year period. The 40 campuses are ranked according to their 
average growth. Using the TAAS Texas Learning Index (TLI) that reflects actual growth 
from year to year, the ten campuses with the highest average TLI are assigned Quartile 1 
placement for reading and math. Ten campuses are placed into Quartile 2 and into 
Quartile 3 as the ranking continues. The ten campuses in Quartile 4 reflect the lowest 
average growth in the TLI of the campus group. 
 In addition to publicly reporting comparable improvement in the AEIS reports 
and the School Report Card, campus quartile placement impacts both rewards and 
sanctions in the accountability system. As a recognition award, a campus placed in 
Quartile 1 with 50% of the matched students scoring above 84 TLI, called high 
performing students, receives a comparable improvement acknowledgement on the 
campus AEIS report for high performance in reading or math (2000 Accountability 
Manual). As a monetary award, the Texas Successful Schools Awards System (TSSAS) 
rewards campuses for demonstrating significant gains as measured by comparable 
improvement in reading and math. Each spring, approximately 800 qualifying campuses 
that are rated acceptable and above, ranked Quartile 1 for reading and math, and have 
moderate exemption rates for each subject area tested on TAAS receive TSSAS awards. 
TEA establishes the baseline for limited English proficient and special education 
exemption rates each year. For the 2001 TSSAS award selection, the acceptable 
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exemption rates were at or below 14.5% for reading, 13.6% for math, and 15.6% for 
writing. The amount of financial award is equal to $7.20 multiplied by the average daily 
enrollment, and awards range from $500 to $5000 per campus. The principal and the 
campus improvement team must determine how the TSSAS award funds are spent. 
Receiving this award also entitles the campus to apply for $500,000 of additional funds 
for increased parent involvement activities through a competitive grant process (TEA 
website, 2000).  
As a sanction, the negative publicity from scoring in Quartile 4, the lowest 
quartile, has additional implications for campus staff. Leading a campus ranked as 
Quartile 4 can impact principal assessment with average TLI growth and quartile 
placement serving as two student performance measures. As perceived by the public, the 
term like campuses is comparable to equal campuses. Therefore, the public views the 
campuses within the comparable improvement grouping as facing equal challenges, 
barriers, and expectations.  
 
Comparable Improvement Student Characteristics 
Poverty 
 Although the current method of sorting appears fair, do inherent inequalities 
impact campus rankings? How comparable are the campuses within the forty-campus 
grouping? With the current body of research (Adams, 1994; Alexander, 1998; Berne, 
1994; Brown, 1994; Coleman, 1966; Cormier, 1992; Dollinger, 1997; Fortune, 1979; 
Haetinger, 2000; Hemberger-Coffey, 1991; Hill, 1999; Lamberson, 1989; MacDonald, 
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1996; Mayer, 1997; Maume, 1998; Perkins, 1992; Pierre, 1994; Plecki, 1991; Thompson, 
1996; Smith, 1999; & Yong, 1987) on the negative impact of poverty on student 
performance, should campuses first be compared to other campuses with equal levels of 
poverty? The question of comparison based on poverty becomes more relevant as 
America becomes more impoverished (Berne, 1994, Council of Economic Advisors for 
the President’s Initiative on Race [CEAPIR], 1998; Mayer, 1997; Reigel, 1992; Webster, 
2001; & Welch, 1995). In an article in the Wall Street Journal, Hunt (1999, p.19) wrote 
of the increasing inequality where the “kids who are living in poverty are poorer than 
ever.” Clinchy (2001, p. 495) stated that the “always unlevel playing field is growing 
even steeper for the poor and for minorities as each day passes.” How does this 
increasing poverty impact the classrooms and the children striving to meet higher 
standards? By reviewing the magnitude of the current literature, the importance of the 
selection process is more evident.  
 Coleman and his associates (1966) reviewed the relationship between 
socioeconomic status and student achievement, and they found poverty an important 
factor in a child’s success in school. Following Coleman, Fortune (1979) stated that as 
socioeconomic status increased, achievement increased for all ethnicities. Adams (1994) 
found per capita income (r =. 27) and at risk classification (r =. 36) to be associated with 
SAT scores. Yong (1987) found median family income and Chapter 1 enrollment were 
the best predictors for the ACT test. Alexander (1998) found that the students in poor 
schools enrolled in 35% more remedial classes and 7.1 fewer core classes per week than 
did students in more affluent schools. Hill (1999) found that the level of achievement 
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(reading r = .17 and math r = .27) was directly tied to the economic level of the 
neighborhood where the students attended school. Brown (1994) found free lunch status 
predictive for reading levels, and MacDonald (1996) found socioeconomic status 
predictive for both reading (r = .72) and math achievement (r = .57). Cormier (1992) 
found that two socioeconomic indicators, parent education level and community 
occupation index, explained the variances (r= .63) in student math achievement. 
Hemberger-Coffey (1991) concluded that socioeconomic variables including district 
wealth and occupational status of the adult population constituted strong correlations to 
student performance. Lamerson (1989) found low-income enrollment to be a chief 
predictor for quartile placement on achievement tests for 10th graders. Newman (1998) 
stated that the primary factor affecting success in school was poverty. Pierre (1994) found 
that family poverty was more predictive of low student success for boys than for girls. 
Although Plecki (1991) found that poverty impacted performance differently at various 
school sizes, socioeconomic status was the strongest predictor for student success. 
Thompson (1996) reported that school and family socioeconomic status was strongly 
correlated (r = .82) to total achievement levels. Dollinger (1997) found that poverty 
impacted student attendance; Maume (1998) found that a low socioeconomic level of the 
community influenced juvenile delinquency.  
Research studies from Coleman (1966) to the present continue to show that 
poverty does impact student achievement. The statement that, “Poverty knows no color” 
(Connerly, 1999, p. 42) perhaps complicates the interpretation of many of the findings. In 
summary, although each student characteristic may impact achievement, poverty appears 
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to be one of the most pervasive obstacles to success in school. In determining the 
comparable improvement comparison group, the characteristic used to select the initial 
100-campus group has been based on the most dominant of the six characteristics, not the 
most predictive of student performance. When campuses are compared to other campuses 
for accountability, what student characteristics are the most dominant or the most 
significant? If comparable improvement compares like campuses for average growth, 




The problem for this dissertation is to determine how comparable is comparable 
improvement for campuses in Texas. In the original study, the Texas Education Agency 
(Haetinger, 2000) conducted a canonical analysis of the relationship of the six 
characteristics utilized in comparable improvement to student performance. In this 
analysis, student performance was measured by passing all TAAS tests at the grade level. 
According to the 1995 analysis, the strongest predictor at the elementary level for student 
performance was economically disadvantaged classification with a correlation coefficient 
of r = .72. The other comparable improvement characteristics also were found to have a 
moderate correlation to student performance although not as strong as poverty: African 
American with r = .38, Hispanic with r = .41, limited English proficient with r = .32, and 
mobility with r = .46. The percent of white students was the least predictive, r = -.64, for 
student performance as measured by passing all test taken. The comparable improvement 
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characteristics, except for percent of white students, individually had a moderate to strong 
correlation to student performance, but no additional studies have been conducted to 
discern the relationship of the six characteristics to TLI average growth, award eligibility, 
quartile placement, or campus grouping process.  
 
Purpose 
The purpose of this study was to examine an alternative strategy for determining 
comparable improvement. The percent of economically disadvantaged students was used 
to select the initial pool of comparison campuses. Based on the literature on student 
performance, this variable may be the most salient variable for comparison purposes. 
After using this alternative strategy, the impact on quartile placement, comparison group 
TLI average growth, award eligibility, and changes in campus grouping between the 
current and the alternative comparable improvement process were examined.  
 
Research Questions  
1. What are the differences in quartile placement based on the current order of dominance 
process when compared to an alternative process using the percentage of poverty as the 
initial selection characteristic? 
 
2. What is the difference in the campus average TLI growth and group average TLI 
growth based on the current order of dominance process when compared to an alternative 
process using the percentage of poverty as the initial selection characteristic? 
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3. What changes occur in the award eligibility when the current order of dominance 
process is compared to an alternative process using the percentage of poverty as the 
initial selection characteristic?  
 
4. What changes occur in campus comparison group composition when the current order 
of dominance process is compared to an alternative process using the percentage of 
poverty as the initial selection characteristic? 
 
Limitations 
Limiting factors for this study include the following: 
1. The data used in the AEIS demographics include self-reported data by the district as 
taken from the Public Education Information Management System (PEIMS). This may 
influence the accuracy of the campus demographics included in the analysis. 
2. The measure for student performance is the state assessment, Texas Assessment of 
Academic Skills, as administered following the state test administration guidelines. The 
results will be not applicable to other testing systems or other test administrations and are 
dependent on the dependent on the reliability and validity of the TAAS scores. 
3. The comparable improvement analysis is based on “matched” students in determining 
average TLI growth over a two-year period. Matched students are students at each 
campus whose TAAS results can be found in the current and prior test anywhere in the 
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state. When students are not matched, no TLI growth can be computed, and these 
students are not included in the comparable improvement analysis. 
 
Delimitations 
1. The analysis utilizes the statewide accountability report system, AEIS, in the ranking 
of comparable improvement. The results will not be applicable to other accountability 
systems or public reports. 
2. Only elementary campuses are included in the analysis; therefore the findings do not 
apply to junior high or high school campuses. 
3. Elementary campuses newly opened are not assigned an accreditation rating, and 
comparable improvement is not calculated. Campuses without an accreditation were not 
included in this study. 
 
Definition of Terms 
1. Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS): the Texas public reporting procedure 
that includes all indicators used in the Texas accreditation system and student, staff, and 
budget profiles. 
2. Accountability: a system of commitments, policies, and practices to assign 
responsibility for student performance to local educators. 
3. Accreditation rating: the status according to the campus performance for campuses in 
Texas on the identified indicators: exemplary, recognized, acceptable, and low 
performing. 
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4. Base indicators: the indicators used for determining Texas accountability ratings, 
including college admissions testing results, Texas Assessment of Academic Skills 
(TAAS) /Texas Academic Skills Program (TASP) equivalency, recommended high 
school participation, and comparable improvement for reading and mathematics. 
5. Comparable improvement: a measure that shows how student performance on the 
TAAS test has changed (or grown) from one year to the next and then compares that 
growth to that of the 40 schools that are demographically most similar to the target school 
for campuses in Texas. 
6. High-performing students: students scoring at or above a TLI score of 85. These high-
performing students are excluded from the campus average growth calculation for 
campuses in Texas.  
7. Low-performing students: students scoring at the minimum score in either the current 
or prior test administration. 
8. Order of dominance: the process used in the Texas accountability system to determine 
the unique 40-campus comparison group used in comparable improvement. The order of 
dominance is determined by ranking the campus’s six demographic characteristics from 
highest to lowest percentage.  
9. Professional Development and Appraisal System (PDAS): The Texas teacher appraisal 
process used annually to appraise all instructional staff.  
10. Percent African American: the number of African American students enrolled 
multiplied, by 100, and divided by the number of students in campus membership. 
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11. Percent Hispanic: the number of Hispanic students enrolled, multiplied by 100, and 
divided by the number of students in campus membership. 
12. Percent white: the number of white students enrolled, multiplied by 100, and divided 
by the number of students in campus membership. 
13. Percent economically disadvantaged: the number of economically disadvantaged 
students enrolled, multiplied by 100, and divided by the number of students in campus 
membership. 
14. Percent limited English proficient: the number of limited English proficient students 
enrolled multiplied by 100 and divided by the number of students in campus membership. 
15. Percent mobile: the number of students in campus membership less than 83% of days 
taught multiplied by 100 and divided by the number of students in campus membership. 
16. Practical significance: the level of significance reflecting a considerable relationship 
beyond statistically significance due to sample size. 
17. Public Education Information Management System (PEIMS): the data collection and 
reporting process required of all districts in Texas that includes student, teacher, budget, 
and program data. 
18. Reward: recognition or monetary incentives for high performing or improving 
schools. 
19. Sanctions: punitive actions against low performing schools. 
20. School Report Card (SRC): a public reporting procedure highlighting a district’s 
performance on the state performance indicators. 
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21. Site Based Decision Making (SBDM): the process for collaborative planning and 
decision making as required for all campuses by Texas Education Code (TEC) §11.252. 
22. Statistical significance: when the probability that the result occurred by chance is less 
than the predetermined alpha level. 
23. Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS): the state of Texas assessments for 
grades 3 through 8 and grade 10 in reading, writing, mathematics, social studies, and 
science. 
24. Texas Education Agency (TEA): the state education agency for Texas. 
25. Texas Learning Index (TLI): a score on the state assessment that reflects actual 
growth in one subject area from year to year on the TAAS. 
26. Texas Successful Schools Awards System: the state monetary reward system for 
schools with the highest sustained success or the greatest improvement in the Texas 
accountability indicators. 
 
Significance of this Study 
This dissertation will determine how reliable a poverty-driven alternative strategy 
for determining comparable improvement is comparable to the current method of 
determining the group TLI average growth, award eligibility, quartile placement, or 
campus grouping process. If this study finds that campus comparisons of student 
performance is, in fact, significantly impacted by poverty, it would be helpful to high 
poverty schools in presenting a case for a change of public policy regarding the state’s 
recognition and reward system. Possibly, the determination of rewards based on quartile 
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placement as presently configured will prove to be inappropriate. This information could 
potentially alter the reward process, thus establishing a more equitable comparison for 
high poverty campuses. Importantly, this alternative comparison process still allows for a 
value-added evaluation of struggling schools. The alternative process changes the 
reference or comparison group and bases comparable schools on a potentially more 
salient criterion, poverty. The results of this study could provide state officials with 
empirical evidence for policy decisions regarding the use of comparable improvement for 
special acknowledgements, public recognition, and monetary rewards.  
Comparable improvement was first created in statute in 1993, but implementation 
did not begin until the 1995-96 school year (Accountability Manual, 2000). The 
calculation and application of comparable improvement are assigned to the commissioner 
of education. Furthermore, although state statute defines five of the six comparable 
improvement characteristics, the Texas Education Agency does have control over the 
process for sorting and compiling like campuses. Information on the impact of poverty 
could prove invaluable to TEA. Because of the periodic review of the state accountability 
system, this study is timely and could provide quantitative data for decisions at the state 
level. 
Last, this study could furnish additional insight into the relationship of TAAS 
performance, poverty, and comparable improvement. Because the AEIS report is used in 
campus decision-making, it is important for all site-based teams to understand the 
relationship between comparable improvement and student performance, particularly as 
decisions are made to better serve students.  
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Conclusion 
 A high quality accountability system incorporates public reporting with sound 
judgment and robust procedural safeguards in the search for improved student 
performance. In a state as diverse as Texas, the use of comparable improvement in 
determining accountability recognitions and financial rewards must be based on equitable 
and fair comparisons. The alternative comparison process suggested here might be useful 
in providing a more equitable process. The present study investigated the equality, or lack 
thereof, between the current process and the proposed process. However the possibility 
remained that other variables, other than those used currently by TEA, predict student 
performance better.  
For Texas schools, “comparable” should actually mean “comparable.” Although 
the purpose of any accountability system is improved student performance, the public 
pressure placed on educators by the state accountability system is often negative and 
potentially harmful (Clinchy, 2001). In the quest for improved student performance, the 
state must be passionate in the pursuit of fairness and equity for all campuses. The 
present investigation evaluates a potentially more equitable process for defining campus 
comparison groups. 




Background and Review of Literature 
Introduction 
  The purpose of this study was to examine the impact of poverty on quartile placement, 
comparison group Texas Learning Index (TLI) average growth, award eligibility, and changes in 
campus grouping between the current and the alternative comparable improvement process. 
Included in this discussion is a summary of literature and research on accountability systems, 
specifically in regard to educational indicators, reporting procedures, and current research 
findings. Additionally, to better understand the relationship of poverty to student achievement, 
research on the impact of student demographics such as poverty, mobility, ethnicity, and 
language proficiency on student achievement are also to be reviewed. With the statement by 
Darling-Hammond (1992) that the mere reporting of educational indicators can change teacher 
behaviors, understanding the relationship between poverty and student achievement is 
foundational in determining the fair and equitable use of comparable improvement reporting.  
 
Poverty 
During the past thirty years, an increasing amount of research has been devoted to 
examining the impact of poverty on student achievement, causing educators alarm. The 
current body of research (Adams, 1994; Alexander, 1998; Brown, 1994; Coleman, 1966; 
Collier, 1994; Cormier, 1992; Dollinger, 1997; Franklin, 1992; Fortune, 1979; Haetinger, 
2000; Hemberger-Coffey, 1991; Hill, 1999; Lamberson, 1989; MacDonald, 1996; 
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Maume, 1998; Newman, 1998; Perkins, 1992; Pierre, 1994; Plecki, 1991; Thompson, 
1996; Smith, 1999; Soltz, 1991; & Yong, 1987) found that poverty has a strong negative 
impact on student performance. Although poverty was defined differently in the various 
research studies, for example, free-lunch status, median family income, occupational 
index, or community income status, the connection between a student’s poverty level and 
a student’s achievement was a common finding. 
In a controversial study in student achievement, Coleman and his associates (1966) 
reported on educational equality in America. The Coleman study reviewed the achievement of 
more than 500,000 students and found a strong relationship between socioeconomic status and 
student achievement. If poverty was the single most important factor in a child’s success in 
school as Coleman found, educators and policymakers had difficult issues to face. The study, 
while forcing the nation to look at both the equity and equality of American schools, served as an 
impetus for many subsequent research projects.  
In a much smaller study, Fortune (1979) found that as the student’s 
socioeconomic status increased, the student’s achievement increased. This relationship 
was found similarly across all ethnicities. Although the Fortune study discovered that 
ethnicity greatly impacted student achievement, poverty served as a key factor in a 
student’s success in school. In the past decade, studies continued to reveal that a high 
poverty status was associated with low student test scores. After reviewing Stanford 
Achievement Test (SAT) results, Adams (1994) found that low per capita income levels 
were associated with low SAT test scores. Using the three at-risk factors of percentage 
below poverty level families, percentage of children not living with parents, and 
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percentage of adults without high school diplomas, a high at-risk index was also 
associated with low SAT scores. Overall conclusions were that as per capita income (r = 
.27) increased and the risk factors (r = .36) decreased, the SAT scores increased for the 
students. 
Mayer (1997) reviewed the relationship between verbal ability and student achievement 
as measured by the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT) and the Peabody Individual 
Achievement Tests (PIAT) and poverty. Quintiles of socioeconomic levels were determined 
based on family income. On the PPVT, the poorest quintile group had a mean score 13.5 points 
below the most affluent group. For the PIAT math test, a similar gap existed. The poorest 
quintile mean score was 96.9 while the most affluent quintile mean score was 104.4. In PIAT 
reading, the poorest quintile’s mean of 101.9 was 8.3 points below the most affluent quintile’s 
mean of 108.2. In addition to verbal ability and achievement, Mayer included an analysis of the 
Behavior Problems Index (BPI). With the BPI, a high score indicates more discipline and 
behavior problems. Through an interview with the student’s mother, information was gathered 
concerning the child’s behavior. Mayer reported that the poorest group’s mean score of 109.7 
was 6 points higher than the most affluent group’s mean of 103.7. The BPI score increased as the 
poverty levels increased across the quintiles. The poorest quintile also had the highest percentage 
of girls becoming teenage mothers. Additionally, 40% of the girls in the poorest quintile became 
teenage mothers while only 4.9% of the top income quintile became teenage mothers. Mayer 
(1997, p. 53) concluded, “Children from low-income families score lower on tests of cognitive 
skill than children from affluent families, are more likely to have babies as teenagers or become 
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young single mothers, and are more likely to drop out of high school and receive fewer years of 
education.”   
Berne (1994) reported similar findings in a review of the New York Pupil Evaluation 
Program (PEP) and poverty status. The New York PEP assessment was administered to all 
public and private school students as a measure of academic achievement. The state developed 
reference point, passing score, represented minimum achievement. Of the percent of the students 
passing the 1993 PEP assessment, a 36 point gap was found between the campuses with the 
lowest poverty, 0-20% poverty, and the campuses with the highest poverty, 81-100% poverty. 
The achievement gap between the poorest and richest schools was consistent across all district 
types except for rural districts. For only rural districts, students in the 61-80% poverty quintile 
had a 98% passing rate while the students from the 0-20% poverty quintile had a 91% passing 
rate. The high poverty school scored 7 points higher than the low poverty schools. Regarding the 
overall results, Berne (1994, p. 13) wrote, “The highest poverty schools are consistently among 
the lowest scoring schools, and the differences between the high and low poverty schools are 
substantial. This is a clear indication of the strength of the outcome inequalities in the state.” 
Thompson (1996) studied the impact of socioeconomic status on total achievement 
levels. He found a strong correlation (r = .82) between school and family socioeconomic status 
and the achievement of students. In another study on achievement levels, Cormier (1992) 
reviewed school factors and community economic indicators to predict student achievement 
scores on the Maine Educational Assessment (MEA). Cormier found that the only consistent 
trend in all the student performance measures was the socioeconomic status (r = .63) variables 
which, unlike the teacher inservice and other school variables, are all outside the direct control of 
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the school district. With the findings, Cormier (1992, p. 148) advised states to find alternative 
assessments “less influenced by socioeconomic status variables” in designing school reform 
models.  
In a similar study, Hemberger-Coffey (1991) evaluated the Connecticut Mastery Test 
performance and cumulative district averages for eighth grade students in relation to three 
demographic and nine financial input variables. All three of the socioeconomic variables of 
district wealth ranking, educational background, and occupational status of the district’s adult 
population displayed strong positive correlations to student achievement, again finding that as 
income increased so did the achievement levels. The highest positive correlation of r = .67 was 
found for occupational status and r = .63 for educational background, a close second. In the 
ranking of all 12 variables, the socioeconomic variables represented the three highest 
correlations to student achievement. In regard to subject area, the effect of each socioeconomic 
variable was more pronounced in mathematics than in language arts.  
Using the Illinois school report card data, Lamberson (1989) examined the relationship 
between the student and school variables and 10th grade student performance in reading. The 
student variables were student attendance rate, student mobility rate, and percent of poverty. 
School variables included average class size, pupil-student ratio, operating expenditures for 
instruction, and pupil-administrator ratio. In reading, school variables were not statistically 
significant. However, a set of three variables, student attendance rate, proportion of low income, 
and district enrollment, was statistically significant (r = .30). The proportion of low-income 
enrollment was negatively related to student achievement, while the other two variables were 
positively related to achievement. Of the three student variables, Lamberson found the 
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percentage of low-income enrollment and student attendance the most prominent. Similarly to 
Cormier and Fortune, Lamerson found that as the percentage of low-income enrollment 
increased, the percentage of students scoring in the top quartile decreased. 
In another Illinois study, Yong (1987) studied the impact of district wealth and size upon 
student and school performance. Using selected accountability indicators from the Illinois report 
card, Yong found median family income was a good predictor for student and school 
achievement. The wealthier schools generally reported higher American College Testing (ACT) 
scores, attendance rates, and higher graduation rates, as well as lower pupil-teacher ratios, higher 
salaries, and per pupil expenditures. Poor schools had lower ACT scores and lower graduation 
rates. In regard to predicting school performance, the percent of Chapter 1 students was found to 
the best predictor. Specifically, a high school with 60 percent Chapter 1 enrollment had an ACT 
composite score of 13.1, while a high school with 2 percent Chapter 1 enrollment had a 20.6 
composite ACT score. Yong (1987, p. 120) stated, “Poverty has been shown to have a depressing 
effect on student performance.” 
Using reporting indicators, Louisiana’s progress profiles for students in 1,336 districts, 
Franklin and Crone (1992) reviewed the relationship between school and student characteristics. 
Again, poverty surfaced, along with suspension and dropout rates, as inversely related to student 
achievement. Using ANOVA procedures with class size, teacher certification, student dropout, 
and student attendance, the findings revealed little impact on student test scores by school size, 
school type, or class size. For high poverty populations, large urban schools had an increased 
negative relationship to student achievement. Franklin and Crone (1992) concluded 
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socioeconomic status was more predictive of student success than either school size or 
attendance.  
In a study by Smith (1999), accountability input variables were analyzed to 
determine if district spending was associated with higher student achievement when 
student demographics were controlled. The study included 64,000 students in Minnesota 
public schools and their performance in mathematics and reading. All student-level 
background variables including disability condition, poverty, limited English proficiency, 
and ethnicity were associated with decreased student achievement in reading and math. 
Not surprisingly, free lunch eligibility was found a stronger predictor than reduced lunch 
eligibility. Although all student variables impacted student performance, Smith (1999, p. 
176) concluded,  “Without a doubt, poverty, as indicated by students’ eligibility for free 
or reduced-price lunch, is strongly associated with lowered achievement.”  
Plecki (1991) explored the relationship between school size, student achievement, 
and poverty. Using 4,337 California elementary students, Plecki found that 
socioeconomic status explained the variance in student performance more than school 
size. Similarly to Franklin and Crone, findings on the relationship between school size 
and student performance were mixed. Once again for high poverty populations, large 
urban schools had an increased negative relationship to student performance. The impact 
of poverty was consistent across each school enrollment size.  
Hemberger-Coffey (1991) reviewed the impact of multiple student and district 
characteristics on reading and mathematics achievement. For reading, the three highest 
correlated variables were adult occupational status (r = .63), educational background of the 
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adults in the district (r = .60), and district wealth as measured by property tax and per capita 
income (r = .56). Similar results were found for mathematics, occupation status (r = .67), 
educational background (r = .63), and district wealth (r = .58) were related to student 
achievement levels. MacDonald (1996) analyzed the relationship between student performance 
and demographic variables for 54 recognized districts in Alaska. The strongest predictor for 
student performance was found to be student socioeconomic status (reading r = -.72, math r = -
.57). As found by Cormier (1992), Fortune (1979), and Lamerson (1989), MacDonald found that 
as the percentage of free- and reduced-lunch students increased, academic achievement 
decreased. Instructional expenditures were found to positively impact student achievement, while 
administrative and maintenance operations expenditures were found negatively correlated to 
student performance. MacDonald  (1996, p. 107) concluded, “Student socioeconomic status was 
a very important predictor of student achievement in school districts in this study.” 
Hill (1999) examined the effects of school climate, student demographics, teacher 
expectations, and school-community integration on student achievement in high-poverty schools. 
The study included 36 high poverty campuses in a southeast urban Texas district with various 
student performance levels. With similar poverty levels, some campuses were rated as low 
performing, while others campuses were able to maintain an exemplary status. In an analysis of 
campus characteristics, Hill found that student background factors were the greatest predictors 
for student achievement (math r = .34 and reading r = .37), followed by teacher expectation and 
climate. The instructional program factors produced the least impact (math r = .20 and reading r 
= .21) on student performance. Hill (1999, p. 94) stated, “In general, it appears that the student’s 
background (what she/he brings to school) definitely impacts student achievement.” 
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Alexander (1998) examined the relationship between the state mandated curriculum, 
student participation, and student achievement in New York public high schools. A six-year 
review was conducted utilizing report card and interview data focusing on the impact of policy 
upon student achievement. The implementation of higher standards and a more rigorous 
curriculum had been expected to close the achievement gap; however the performance of 
minority and poor students remained below their more affluent, white peers. Following the 
implementation of increased standards policy, Alexander (1998, p. 122) concluded, “a student’s 
socio-demographic background and where he/she attends school may have an adverse effect on 
the quality of the curriculum he/she receives.” In addition to finding fewer academic core classes 
or advanced courses in high poverty, high minority schools, Alexander also found lower passing 
rates. Alexander (1998) described the impact of high poverty schools: “…it appears that the 
quality of education to which students are exposed, as well as their subsequent achievement, is 
tied to where they attend school.” 
In a qualitative case study, Dollinger (1997) utilized interview and focus group formats to 
investigated the factors impacting absenteeism, particularly excessive absenteeism, for high 
school students. Among the family and personal characteristics impacting absenteeism, poverty 
was a primary factor. In a similar study on juvenile delinquency, Maume (1998) found that the 
socioeconomic level of the community impacted delinquency and student commitment to 
succeed. 
Although not the only factor, the research studies found that poverty impacts student 
achievement, test scores, passing rates, achievement levels, attendance, and juvenile 
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delinquency. In general, poverty was one of the more consistent predictors for student success in 
school. 
 
Poverty and the Other Comparable 
Improvement Characteristics 
 For comparable improvement, the minority status is limited to African American, 
Hispanic, and white and does not include Native American or Asian. In the research 
studies reviewed, ethnicity was more inclusive than comparable improvement. Although 
most of the research studies focused upon either ethnicity or poverty, many studies 
(Alexander, 1998; Bourke, 1998; Collier, 1994; Edington, 1984; Fortune, 1979; Holman, 
1993; McClure, 1999; Smith, 1999; & Whitus, 1996) have analyzed the impact of 
multiple student characteristics upon student achievement. For example, Brown (1994) 
found ethnicity and mobility to coexist with poverty as significant predictors of student 
performance. Alexander (1998), Edington (1984), Holman (1993), and Smith (1999) 
found that student characteristics of poverty and ethnicity had a strong negative impact 
on student success in school. Haetinger (2000) found that poverty, ethnicity, mobility, 
and language proficiency were all highly indicative of student success, but poverty was 
the highest predictor. 
When socioeconomic status is excluded, the research findings on the impact of 
ethnicity and its relationship to student performance are less consistent. Allen (1991), 
England (1993), Jencks (1998), Landry (1997), Shepherd (1998), and Zankofski (1999) 
found that ethnicity did impact student achievement to some degree. Allen (1991) found 
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statistically significant differences in the mean scores of whites, African Americans, 
Hispanics, and Asians on reading tests. Landry (1997) concluded that ethnicity, along 
with gender, was more likely to be an at-risk indicator for not completing baccalaureate 
nursing programs. Shepherd (1998) in researching magnet schools found that gender and 
ethnicity were the main factors in science achievement for males and white students. In 
researching community college success, Zankofski (1999) found ethnicity had an effect 
on math performance by course grade and passing rate.  
In The Black-White Test Score Gap, Jencks and Phillip (1998, p. 1) state “African 
Americans currently score lower than European Americans on vocabulary, reading, and 
math.” For the 1989 college cohort, the average SAT score for African American 
students was 1131 and for white students was 1306. Even where the students’ SAT scores 
were controlled, African American students had a grade point average (GPA) .33 points 
below their white peers. Additionally, only 19% of the African American students earned 
a GPA above the mean for their white peers. Although the gap appears before 
kindergarten, it continues to adulthood. According to Vars and Bowens (Jencks & 
Phillips, 1998, p. 466), the achievement gap between African American and white 
students is both “substantively significant, as well as statistically so.” Although income 
inequality between the African American and white population may impact the test score 
gap, Jencks and Phillips (1998, p. 9) concluded, “It is quite small.”  
Although poverty was the primary issue in the study, Berne (1994) included a 
comparison of student achievement and ethnicity using the Pupil Evaluation Program 
(PEP) assessment. Berne found that the low minority districts scored higher than the high 
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minority districts. Districts with 0-20% minority enrollment had a 93% passing rate on 
the PEP assessment. The districts with 81-100% minority enrollment had a 58% passing 
rate. Again as in the Berne’s poverty study, the high-minority, rural districts had a higher 
passing rate than the low-minority rural districts. The districts with 0-20% minority 
enrollment had a 91% passing rate while the districts with 81-100% minority enrollment 
had a 98% passing rate, a 7-point difference. Berne (1994, p. 13-14) wrote, “Although the 
relationships are not uniform for every district type, they are strong and consistent.” 
Conversely, many studies (Bonsangue, 1992; Brown, 1998; Eineman, 1992; 
Kaminski, 1999; Nine, 1990; & Seidenfeld, 1991) have found that ethnicity was not a 
statistically significant factor. At the college level, Bonsangue (1992) stated that 
achievement among minority students in mathematics and science was associated more 
with lack of experiences than ability. In a similar conclusion, Brown (1998) found that 
after participating in a five-week extended year program, minority students made 
significant gains: African American students experiencing higher gains than white 
students. Eineman (1992), while studying the impact of retention, stated that mental 
aptitude (r .39) was a more statistically significant factor to student achievement than 
ethnicity (r .33). Nine (1990) found that motivation and attendance, not poverty or 
ethnicity, impacted performance. Seidenfeld (1991) researched the effect of instructional 
strategies in the area of spelling and found that teaching methodology, not ethnicity, 
contributed to word retention.  
In regard to the remaining comparable improvement characteristics, Brown (1994), 
Kaminski (1999), and Newman (1998) examined mobility and student achievement. In a study to 
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determine the impact of mobility on achievement levels, Brown (1994) reviewed the 
performance of 434 primary students in the San Bernardino Unified School District. The 
researcher found mobility negatively impacted student performance, particularly the youngest 
students in first and second grade. In regard to gender and ethnicity, Hispanics and girls were the 
most affected, and five or more moves were significantly impacted student performance. In 
addition to mobility, the study also researched the impact of poverty on student achievement. 
Brown (1994, p. 99) found, “The poorer a student, the more likely he/she had lower reading 
performance.”  
Although each child’s situation was unique, poverty and mobility provided additional 
constraints to the school success of the homeless (Newman, 1998). Through interview, 
observations, and document reviews, Newman examined the complexity of homelessness in 
Southern California. Among the factors impacting the homeless child’s ability to succeed in 
school were devastating poverty, personal and social problems, high mobility, and lack of family 
support for schooling. The homeless child faced multiple barriers in order to be successful in 
learning.  
 Limited English proficiency, the last comparable improvement characteristic, affects 
multiple minorities from Hispanic, Laotian, Cambodian, German, to Japanese. Ranking second 
only to California, more than 10% of all students in Texas or reportedly 555,470 students are 
identified as limited English proficient (LEP) according to the Public Education Information 
Management System (PEIMS) reporting for 2000 (TEA, LEP Study, 2000). Although 91.6 % of 
the LEP students or 508,907 students are Hispanic, significant numbers of students speak other 
languages. Of the remaining 15,098 students, Vietnamese represent the largest language group, 
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followed by Chinese and Korean (LEP Study, 2000). From 1992 to 1998, there was a 44% 
increase in the number of LEP students served in Texas schools (Texas Successful Schools 
Study, 2000). Because public school instruction is predominately in English, LEP students 
required the support of language instruction programs to meet the high standard as required in 
the state assessments. With such support systems, the research showed the negative impact of 
limited English proficiency on student achievement can be successfully surmounted (Texas 
Successful Schools Study, 2000).  
 
Research on Successful High-Poverty, 
High-Minority Schools 
To understand why some high-poverty campuses are successful while others are 
not, Texas Education Agency (TEA) has supported various research collaborations 
between universities and other research centers. One of the more recent collaborations, 
the Texas Successful Schools Study (TEA, LEP, 2000), reported that campuses 
implementing quality second-language programs demonstrated high success rates for 
limited English students. While serving high percentages of poverty, high minority, and 
high limited English proficient student populations, campuses included in the study 
reached and maintained recognized or exemplary rating as based on the Texas 
accountability system.  
In a similar study, TEA and the RMC Research Corporation (2000) completed a 
study of high-minority, high-poverty middle schools experiencing continued academic 
success. Using data sets from TEA, campuses selected had experienced growth on TAAS 
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state assessment, had above 70% Latino populations, and had above 70% poverty (RMC, 
2000). Characteristics found present on high performing campuses include high 
expectations for all students, careful disaggregation of test data, strict accountability, 
positive school climate, teacher expertise, and strong leadership (RMC, 2000). A national 
study found similar results as the Council of Chief State School Officers (USDE, 1999) 
reviewed the top-performing, high poverty schools. The CCSSO reviewed 1,200 
successful high poverty elementary, middle, and high schools in twenty-one states. The 
typical campus profile had an enrollment of 509 students with 60% white, 17% African 
American, 13% Hispanic. All of the campuses included had 50% or higher poverty levels 
and scored above the average on the state assessment. The successful high poverty 
campuses stressed the use of state standards extensively to drive instruction, used 
extended time so that all students could achieve the high standards, and devoted 
significant funds to professional development focusing on changing instructional 
practice. Additionally, high accountability with strong sanctions for schools and 
personnel was found in 45% of the campuses.  
Although the Coleman Report (1966) concluded that family background was the 
dominant predictor for student achievement, the effective schools research by Edmonds 
(Lezotte, 1986; Edmonds, 1979) identified the characteristics of successful high poverty 
urban schools. The effective schools research sought to understand why some high 
poverty schools were successful while others were not. Through this research, the 
characteristics that distinguished the instructionally effective from the ineffective schools 
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were enumerated. The characteristics became the cornerstone of the effective school 
research model used in school improvement efforts (Lezotte, 1986; Edmonds, 1979).  
Following the effective school research, the Effective Border Schools Research 
and Development Initiative was a collaborative project with the University of Texas, 
Region 1 Service Center located in Edinburg, and several Texas border school districts 
(Young, 1996). The project examined the effective border school techniques to assist 
other campuses in improvement efforts. Schools included in this study were academically 
successful with predominantly Mexican-American students from poor, limited-English-
proficient, non-English speaking, and/or migrant backgrounds (Young, 1996).  
Other studies have found high poverty campuses experienced high success rates 
with high minority populations (Cavazos, 1999; Hill, 1999, McClure, 1999, Powell, 
1997; Rowland, 1999; & San Miguel, 1996). Cavazos (1999) and McClure (1999) both 
conducted case studies of successful high minority campuses. Cavazos (1999) examined 
the academic success of Hispanic high school students and the principal instructional 
leadership skills on successful campuses. Cavazos (1999, p. 206) found that, “successful 
principals create a school culture of high expectations, trust, and professionalism…and 
require a strong emphasis on teacher accountability for student performance.”  
McClure (1999) focused on the successful change from low performing to 
exemplary status for high-minority, high-poverty campuses. Although these were high-
minority, high-poverty campuses, common characteristics were found that supported the 
high achievement, such as strong leadership, high accountability, high standards, and an 
empowered staff. The successes found at high-poverty, high-minority campuses, as found 
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in the above studies, resulted from value-added component, such as strong leadership, 
shared commitment focused on campus goals, instruction centered teamwork, and high 
expectations. 
According to the Texas 2001 student enrollment report summary (Webster, 2001), 
75% of the Hispanics and 64.0% of the African American students are economically 
disadvantaged as compared to 20.8% of the white students. According to the Texas 
Successful Schools Study (TEA, 2000), one in every four students under the age of 18 
and approximately 1 in 2 of African-American and Hispanic children live in poverty. As 
found by Welch (1995), minorities have a higher poverty rate than the general 
population. Reigel (1992) stated that poverty, ethnicity, and limited English proficiency 
are highly correlated, with positive correlations values ranging from r = .78 to r = .94. 
Because child poverty mirrors the poverty for racial and ethnic groups, black, Hispanic, 
and American Indian children have higher poverty rates than non-Hispanic white 
(CEAPIR, 1998). As written in the report by the Council of Economic Advisers (1998, p. 
33), “Child poverty not only reflects current economic problems among poor families 
with children, but it is also associated with inequality of opportunity, risks to health and 
child development, and long-term economic disadvantage.” With this redundancy among 
characteristics, perhaps poverty is the best spokesman for all the comparable 
improvement characteristics.  
In summary, poverty crosses all ethnicities, all languages, and all ages. As 
predicted by Decker (1988), schools will have more children from poverty, more latchkey 
children, and children from blended families. With the increase in multi-race births and 
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the blurring of the race lines, it is the financial status, not skin color, which is important 
(Connerly, 1999). This emphasis on economic status supports Clinchy’s (2001, p. 494) 
concept of “economic segregation” which he believes is replacing the past segregated 
school systems. According to Clinchy, the economically segregated schools are appearing 
in both the high minority inner city and the predominantly white rural areas. Unlike a 
clearly defined poverty status, Jencks and Phillips (1998) define ethnicity as “a social 
category, whose biological correlates vary geographically and historically.”  
Poverty, if left unchecked, continues as a significant demographic characteristic 
impacting student performance. In referencing the classroom, Hill (1999, p. 16) writes, 
“The condition of poverty is indeed a real contributor to the inequalities children bring to 
school and experience in school.”  As stated by Yong (1987. p. 120), “Thus, the 
education of students…appeared to be a function of local district wealth. This inequitable 
situation needs to be corrected.” Perhaps the greatest task for educators in today’s 
classrooms becomes how to effectively teach all children and how to overcome 
inequalities for children of poverty. 
In this task, the school should serve as a counterbalance to poverty by leveling the 
playing field for all students. For accountability purposes, comparison based upon the 
poverty status can reveal the presence of such counterbalances or some other value added 
measures. After the study of effective schools, Ron Edmonds (1979, p. 15) stated, 
“Inequity in American education derives first and foremost from our failure to educate 
the children of the poor.”  
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Accountability as Reform 
Accountability is not new to education. As explained by Cuban (1990), education 
like governments go through phases of a cycle. In nineteenth century England, the 
concept that schools should be held more accountability for student learning was 
implemented as payment-by-results, and schools received funding based upon student 
testing results (Cauble, 1992; Renaldi, 1992). In the payment-by-results system, school 
inspectors assessed the performance of students using standardized testing. Schools then 
received funding based on the level of student performance on the standard examinations. 
According to Renaldi, the assessment was restricted to reading, writing, and mathematics. 
Other content areas, such as fine arts and social studies, were dropped from the 
assessment because of difficulties in measurement. Although educators objected to the 
payment-by-results systems, the system continued with political support until the end of 
the century (Cauble, 1992; Renaldi, 1992). Payment-by-results spread to the English 
colonies in America where oral examinations replaced the written assessments (Cauble, 
1992).  
By the early twentieth century, accountability in the United States supported the 
“sound and cheap” efficiency method of education very similar to the English payment-
by-results system (Renaldi, 1992, p. 37). The efficiency movement had students grouped 
by chronological age and maintained a narrow curriculum emphasizing basic skills 
instruction. With the focus on efficiency, the public accepted high dropout rates (Renaldi, 
1992). As a management philosophy, strong financial bookkeeping and basic skills 
assessment served as an efficient method to ensure accountability of public schools. With 
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the educational measurement movement, the belief was that whatever existed, existed in a 
measurable amount. By the 1930’s, the testing continued and expanded to measuring 
pupil performance in addition to that of the school (Cauble, 1992; Darling-Hammond, 
1992). Policymakers continued to seek educational systems that are both efficient and 
effective. During the 1960’s, because of concerns over the increased federal funding of 
education and perceived failure of public schools, the call for accountability reached the 
national level (Bradley, 1998; Oldham, 1993). In the current educational accountability 
era, Kaagan and Coley (1989, p.12) state that indicator systems “offer the unique 
opportunity for state policymakers to affect local education practice in a most efficient 
way … and to assess the school’s direction, mission, and strategy.” Although 
accountability has changed over the past decades, the basic aspects of student testing, 
narrowing of the curriculum, payment-by-results, and desire for efficiency remain. 
Since 1984, public schools have experienced three waves of reform. With the 
intense reform efforts, states took an increasingly active role in prescribing educational 
change. From 1983 to 1987, every state in the nation adopted some form of educational 
reform (Feir, 1995). Burstein, Oakes, and Guiton (1992), Castello (1993), and Bryk and 
Hermanson (1993) reported that the national passion for educational reform could be 
traced to the national report, “A Nation at Risk” (1983). “A Nation at Risk” (1983, p. 5) 
condemned American schools with such statement as, “if an unfriendly foreign power 
had attempted to impose on America the mediocre educational performance that exists 
today, we might well have viewed it as an act of war.”  
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The first wave of reform following “A Nation at Risk,” although focused on state 
and local level reform efforts, became a national response (Feir, 1995; Johnson, 1997). 
From standardized testing to standardized expectations, the nation as a whole began to 
focus its attention and energy on the failure of the American school system. To reach the 
level of excellence cited in the report, a push for standardization of expectations and 
educational requirements called for more rigorous courses for graduation, increased 
student testing, and more accountability (Feir, 1995; Lieberman, 1988; & Johnson, 1997) 
Although the first wave of reform efforts focused on standardization, higher 
standards, expanded testing, and teacher shortcomings, the second wave of reform 
stressed accountability, decentralization, teacher empowerment, school-based 
management, and choice. By the late 1980’s, in a comprehensive effort to restructure 
schools to more effectively teach all students in total learning environments, educators 
emphasized capacity building through professional development and support systems 
(Decker, 1988; Johnson, 1997; & Saban, 1997). The second wave of reform sought to 
rebuild strong relationships among all school community members by professionalizing 
teaching and building a more collaborative school culture (Lieberman, 1988; Saban, 
1997).  
The third wave, true restructuring, emphasized using the resources of business, 
industry, and the community to improve education (Johnson, 1997; Saban, 1997). The 
third wave directed educators into reinventing the classroom by developing new roles for 
parents and by changing the descriptions of schooling, school leadership, and 
professional development. The restructuring created a push for community involvement, 
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site based decision making and vouchers in an effort to reshape the public school 
(Johnson, 1997; Saban, 1997). In support for total restructuring, Congress backed the 
Obey-Porter comprehensive school reform demonstration grant program. The 
comprehensive school reform demonstration grants blanketed the nation, funding 
research-based total school reform with $220,000,000 in restructuring funds for fiscal 
year 2000 (USDE, 2000). 
 
Accountability 
Accountability means providing the public with adequate information to reach a 
fair judgment. The new standards being developed by state education agencies provide a 
strong base for accountability because they offer an examination of expectations, 
curriculum, and assessment. According to Wiggins (1993, p. 289), accountability 
includes a “public obligation to a set of standards, criteria, performance targets that seem 
out of reach but are reachable.”  This obligation includes a commitment to improve 
instruction. To improve instruction, however, schools need in-depth information on a 
continuing basis to increase learning. The accountability process can provide valuable 
data to schools as they advance toward school improvement. 
The accountability system must also promote public understanding that schools 
might be teaching something that is highly important but not easily quantifiable or 
testable (Anrig, 1992; Banks, 1994; Clifford, 1995; Goode, 2001; Kane, 1993; Oldham, 
1993; & SAAC, 1993). States need to measure broad knowledge and skills at key points 
as efficiently as possible to develop accountability standards (Anrig, 1992; SREB, 1995; 
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& SAAC, 1993). In developing accountability testing, Wiggins (1993, p. 266) stated, “the 
key words are credible and useful-- to the teacher, learner, and parents.” To develop 
effective systems, Anrig (1992) admitted that the best accountability systems are costly 
but warned that the status quo might be more costly. 
Although many (Adams, 1995; Beck, 1995, Clifford, 1995; Ricotta, 1987; & 
Wilburn, 1996) have found that educators viewed accountability negatively, Streshly and 
Newcomer (1994) contended that accountability is a permanent feature in American 
education. In its simplest form, accountability means holding people responsible for their 
actions. People or agencies are accountable if they must answer for their conduct or 
performance. White (1994) stated that assessing performance is absolutely necessary for 
learning. Additionally, he defined under what conditions accountability could become a 
threat to instruction: when accountability is imposed externally, when it is insensitive to 
the student, the learning, or the discipline, when the necessary resources are not provided, 
or when the results are misused.   
However in an educational setting, accountability requires a more precise 
definition that includes who is responsible to whom for what (Brown, 1990; Darling-
Hammond, 1989). Wiggins (1998, p. 289) acknowledged that as teachers “we are 
properly responsible for our impact or lack of one, not merely for their good faith 
efforts.”  Additionally, Wiggins (1998) suggests that no teacher can be successful without 
some accountability. When accountability is measured against a product, standards are 
relatively easy to establish. When establishing standards for the learning process, 
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however, the decisions are more difficult and much more political (Banks, 1994; Clinchy, 
2001; Kane, 1993; & LaBaree, 2000). 
The sheer complexity of the organizational structure of schools limited the ability 
to hold public education accountable. As a result of the growing polarization over the 
question of accountability, struggles exist between teachers and administrators, between 
rival factions of teachers, between superintendents and school boards, between groups of 
community members and schools, and so on. While division among these groups has 
always existed, during the 1990’s the question of accountability brought an unrivaled 
intensity to the struggles (Theobald, 1995). Because of past experiences, many educators 
view accountability as divisive, detrimental, and counterproductive (Adams, 1995; 
Burke, 1999; Bush, 1999; Hart, 1999; & Herrington, 1993). White (1994, p. 3) stated, 
“Most teachers at all levels work hard at their teaching, and they regard assessment as an 
intrusion into their lives, for no good purpose.” From this viewpoint, politics and 
perception can impact the intended outcome of improving student performance.  
Based on the findings from several studies (Beck, 1995; Bradley, 1998; Clifford, 
1995; Howard, 1998; Oldham, 1993; Powell, 1997; & San Miguel, 1996), accountability 
has changed the behavior and methods of both teachers and administrators. Although 
teachers perceived accountability measures as negative (Adams, 1995; Hart, 1999; & 
Wilburn, 1996), still they shifted instructional strategies, methodology, or content to 
become more successful in meeting the content or performance standards of 
accountability systems.  
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While there are many unique accountability structures, San Miguel (1996) 
categorized accountability into educational indicators and school delivery systems. With 
school delivery systems, schools are held accountable for program compliance or a 
prescribed methodology (Brown, 1990; Bryk & Hermanson, 1993; Burstein, 1992; 
Darling-Hammond, 1992; Odden, 1992; & San Miguel, 1996). The prevalent system 
operating in public education in the past decade was the educational indicator system. 
Within the educational indicator system, key components surface: district standards, 
related assessments, awards and sanctions, and public reporting practices (San Diego City 
Schools, 1993; San Miguel, 1996). In an accountability system based upon educational 
indicators, performance reporting is “the precursor to the determination of rewards and 
sanctions” (Debray, 1999, p. 9). Policymakers view public reporting as a means to 
improve student performance by holding schools accountable for meeting the established 
performance standards and by changing the teaching and the learning process (Bradley, 
1998; DeBray, 1999; Kelley, 1998; & San Miguel, 1996). According to the Southern 
Regional Education Board’s 1995 report, any public reporting should link accountability 
information to local improvement efforts.  
For the past decade, the increasing use of such data as the basis for school 
improvement created the “culture training of school reform” (SREB, 1995, p. 13). If 
schools are to use accountability reporting as a cornerstone for planning and school 
improvement, the reported information provided must be fair and understandable to the 
schools. Beyond fair treatment, educational indicators should play a constructive role in 
school improvement. In this positive role, according to Darling-Hammond (1992), an 
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indicator “illuminates educational issues without distorting the educational process or 
harming students and schools by misusing indicator data” (p. 235). Darling-Hammond 
also argued that educational indicators should be conceptually and technically sound 
without political manipulation, thus fair and equitable to all schools. Although she linked 
educational indicator systems to public policies, she cautioned policymakers of the 
danger of overusing indicator data. She stated that, “mere publication of indicator data 
can change behavior in ways that invalidate the indicator” (1992, p. 249).  
The relationship between use and purpose is also found in Messick’s (1989) 
unitary concept of validity. Messick stated that test use always occurs in a cultural setting 
for the intended purpose of making decisions. However, each decision has social 
consequences that could interfere with the test’s meaningfulness. Therefore, educators 
and policymakers must consider the intended and unintended consequences. If this is 
true, then it becomes imperative that all reported information reflect a valid foundation 
for campus change. With all public reporting, policymakers and educators must make 
every effort to ensure that the indicator is fair, valid, and equitable for all schools. 
 
Accountability Choices 
To improve the public schools, policymakers have two basic choices in designing 
an accountability system: school delivery systems to regulate a prescribed methodology 
for educators or educational indicators to establish quality standards for students (Brown, 
1990; Bryk and Hermanson, 1993; Burstein, Oakes, and Guiton, 1992; Darling-
Hammond, 1992; Odden, 1992; & San Miguel, 1996). Although two extremes exist, vast 
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arrays of opinions emerge. Brown (1990) cautions that while there are two extremes of 
accountability, neither alternative in its extreme is acceptable. In the predominant system 
of the 70’s and 80’s, the prescribed methodology system, the superstructure of 
monitoring was developed to maintain compliance to federal and state regulations 
(Brown, 1990; Newman, 1997). New regulations were simply added to existing ones, 
resulting in an increasingly complex system of rules and regulations. This high degree of 
institutionalization through rules and regulations guaranteed the resources of the system 
were distributed in a prescribed way and that the procedural requirements associated with 
fairness and good instruction were followed (Brown, 1990; Newmann, 1997).  
Yet, these very rules and regulations often hampered the creativity and 
productivity of educators in improving student performance (Brown, 1990; Darling-
Hammond & McLaughlin, 1995; & Wilburn, 1996). Conversely, a relaxation of rules 
through reliance on professional or political models can increase the danger for 
inappropriate use of funds, acts of discrimination, and continuation of ineffective 
programs  (Brown, 1990; Feuer, 1995). Additionally, this superstructure method of 
monitoring did not produce the student performance or political results expected. In the 
prescribed superstructure method, the accountability rested on compliance with the 
system by focusing on what the educator did, not on what the student learned. In this 
method, a school could be both compliant and ineffective.  
The educational indicator system consists of established statistics to measure the 
quality of education, such as student assessment, dropout, and attendance data. The 
current educational indicators in Texas, such as the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills 
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(TAAS), graduation rate, and advanced placement course completion, focus on the 
student and the student’s performance. In this system, accountability is measured by how 
well the students achieve or perform. On the other hand, the school delivery system seeks 
to ensure that each student has an opportunity for a quality education. Herein, the 
opportunity to achieve the established high standards is accomplished by requiring each 
school to provide the required curriculum, employ certified teachers, offer minimum 
diploma requirements, and incorporate national content standards. The school is held 
accountable to fulfill the established requirement. The school delivery system places 
accountability on the school to provide the educational setting while the educational 
indicator system places a majority of the accountability on the performance of the 
student. 
As policymakers and the public became more concerned with the quality of public 
education, there was an increased emphasis on outcome-based accountability (Clinchy, 
2001; Garn, 1998; Harrington-Lueker, 1998; Stout, 1990; Oldham, 1993). Bryk and 
Hermanson (1993, p. 466) state, “Much of the current interest in indictors has an explicit 
political purpose.” According to Kaagan and Coley (1989, p. 22), politicians rushed to 
develop accountability systems because they were frustrated “at the foot-dragging within 
the education system on assessment and accountability.” This rush to respond, according 
to Kaagan and Coley (1989), led to the implementation of accountability systems 
prematurely before states had the capacity to manage such complex systems.  
 This concern with student performance more specifically focused on the 
achievement gap between student groups (Harrington-Lueker, 1998; Herrington, 1993; & 
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Oldham, 1993). Because of this increased interest in the achievement gap, policymakers 
turned to an educational system that reports performance by demographic group (SAAC, 
1993). Herrington (1993) states two reasons policymakers support educational indicators 
with a strong public reporting component: to rally pressure from the parents and other 
community members and to motivate all stakeholders to focus energies upon closing the 
achievement gap. Although research is limited on the actual impact on student 
performance, Herrington (1993, p. 5) stated that the impact of educational indicators is 
“substantial and reasonable.” 
Kaagan and Coley (1989) stated that although states once maintained control 
through monitoring, rules, regulations, and allocations, now control comes through the 
educational indicator systems. As the shift occurred from the school delivery systems to 
educational indicators, the political cry became flexibility with accountability (Newmann, 
1997; SREB, 1995). Each district could locally tailor instruction and programs to best 
serve its students with the condition that the state’s performance standards would be met. 
Politicians and educators alike accepted local control with high accountability as the new 
national policy. Because the state agencies were not prescribing programs or 
methodology, districts could be creative in designing local programs that were both 
effective and efficient. It no longer mattered which methodology was used to reach the 
state content and performance standards, but only that the standards were reached 
(Newmann, 1997; SREB, 1995).   
As found in the Southern Regional Education Board (1995), accountability 
assigns responsibility for student performance to the local education agency but grants 
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the necessary flexibility to the local educators. Even with increased local control and 
flexibility, concerns do exist. Regardless of local flexibility, local educators cannot meet 
the required standards without the necessary resources. In order to support improved 
student performance, Heffron (1998) found that school improvement is only possible 
when adequate resources are available. Schools must have these resources and support to 
be held accountable. When schools lack the necessary resources, the district or state must 
react with increased responsiveness to the local needs for the accountability system to 
work (Heffron, 1998; SREB, 1995).  
Several ideas exist on the development of accountability systems. Because Anrig 
(1992) believes that accountability is more than testing, he suggests that accountability 
systems test less and pay “more attention to what schools are doing” (p.35). Because the 
assessment system rewards the best test takers, Dr. Sternberg (Goode, 2001, p. D7) 
advises, “the gaps in a system that prizes conventional testing above all else are 
problematic.” Dr. Steinberg also suggests that society broaden its definition of 
achievement and ability to encompass more than those tested (Goode, 2001).  
Streshly and Newcomer (1994) suggest that to establish equitable and effective 
accountability systems, teachers and staff should be included in the decision-making 
process prior to implementation. According to the SREB study (1995), ownership, 
cooperation and consensus on the standards are vital when using accountability with 
school improvement efforts. Henry (1996) and Bernauer (1997) advocate an alternative 
accountability system, community accountability. While rejecting the external pressure 
from state models, the community model aligns educational indicators with local goals 
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and establishes the community as the center of the assessment development. Herrington 
(1993) supports a community approach by connecting accountability and school 
improvement. Both accountability and school improvement have the campus as the 
center, not the district or state. School improvement happens at the campus level first and 
best. 
DeMouldin and Kendall (1993) suggest an accountability network with a well-
established hierarchy of responsibility. This coordinated effort to improve student 
learning may be the most beneficial in implementing change. In this system, student 
performance is the central focus of each segment in the accountability network. Ball and 
Goldman (1997) propose that education now needs a “system perspective” stressing 
performance, efficiency, and effectiveness similar to a marketplace system (p. 228). 
Wiggins (1993) suggests an accountability system based on reward entrepreneurial that 
provides freedom and opportunity for teachers. In contrast, Davies and Williams (1997) 
and Riegel (1992) emphasize that the accountability system should only compare a 
school to its past performance, never to other schools, to increase the importance and 
value of the results. 
 
Policy Implications 
According to Kaagan and Coley (1989), “Accountability is hot!” Although that 
comment was made in 1989, national interest has maintained the focus on accountability 
into 2000. With Al Gore, Joseph Lieberman, and George W. Bush proposing stronger 
accountability and more flexibility in federal spending, accountability is a bi-partisan 
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issue (Brownstein, September 2000). The Republican platform completely embraced 
Bush’s strong federal accountability with increased school choice for parents (Toner, 
2000). The importance of accountability in both platforms was reported throughout the 
campaign. While speaking at Morehouse College in Atlanta, Gore stated, “The phrase 
higher standards and more accountability…has to be integrated into the fabric of 
everything we do when it comes to education.” (Brownstein, April 2000). On the 
campaign trail, in comparing the Gore education platform to his own, Bush stated that 
accountability was the real issue (Neal, 2000). Throughout the 2000 presidential 
campaign, accountability and school violence emerged as the two top education issues 
(Balz, 2000; Helfand, 2000; & Henry, 2000).  
Again at the national level, President Clinton’s farewell address to the nation, 
January 18, 2001, included educational accountability: “Our schools are better — higher 
standards, greater accountability and larger investments have brought higher test scores, 
and higher graduation rates.” The message of accountability continued at the 2001 
National Title 1 Conference in Phoenix, Arizona. Keynote speaker Mary Jean LeTendre, 
the U. S. Department of Education’s director of compensatory education, demanded that 
the nation “not to just count each child, but to account for each child.” 
 In an era of increasing review of education, America has seen an “explosion of 
interest in education indicators” (Bryk & Hermanson 1993, p. 451). Policymakers are 
reluctant to entrust the future of education to educators without a clear system of 
accountability to ensure effectiveness (Bryk & Hermanson, 1993; Darling-Hammond, 
1992; Kaagan & Coley, 1989, 1989; Oldham, 1993; & San Miguel, 1996). Darling-
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Hammond (1992, p. 235) states the interest and implementation of indicator systems have 
been linked to “governmental monitoring functions and policy agendas, thus enhancing 
their political as well as educational or scientific interest.”  
Kaagan and Coley (1989) state that indicator systems will continue to grow across 
the nation as long as the state leadership continues its involvement in improving 
America’s schools. Darling-Hammond (1992, p. 237) cautions, “Changes in society’s 
view (or even political party in power) can and do influence the nature of data, its 
reporting, and use.”  A noteworthy example is the change in the reporting of dropout 
data. In the past, the dropout rate was not a primary indicator because student dropouts 
were able to seek gainful employment on farms or in factories. Now because of economic 
reasons, it is a critical indicator of school success. Such economic ramifications directly 
impacted educational policy decisions which in turn impact accountability systems 
(Darling-Hammond, 1992). Kane (1993, p. 3) described this impact of politics on 
standards and accountability as “unavoidable arbitrariness.” In regard to political 
decision-making, Kane (1993, p. 4) wrote, “These decisions could be changed, and often 
are changed, when made by different persons, at different times, or under different 
circumstances.”   
Policymakers will continue to seek the necessary data collection for policy 
development and reform efforts as they evolve out of “education management into school 
management” (Kaagan & Coley, 1989, p. 3). Kaagan and Coley’ statements are based on 
a national survey of state implemented accountability systems. Of the 35 states with a 
student performance based accountability system, the survey revealed that 25 states had 
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school level reporting systems. Additionally across the nation, 38 states included some 
form of comparisons in the reporting process. Furthermore, 25 states connected the 
accountability reporting system to policy development. With half of the states directly 
connecting accountability reporting to policy development, the increased state level 
involvement in school management is likely to continue (Kaagan & Coley, 1989). With 
the increased state involvement, the need for more standardization of expectations and 
performance is the clear message that policymakers send to educators at the local level 
(Kaagan & Cooley, 1989). After establishing such standards, policymakers can easily tie 
the use of educational indicators directly to student performance in an accountability 
process (Bryk & Hermanson, 1993; Harrington-Lueker, 1998; & Oldham, 1993). 
Kaagan and Coley (1989) provide insight into the prime purpose of state 
educational indicator systems. Although educational indicators assess the direction and 
the mission of instructional programs, each possibility exists as “a continuum from 
providing simple information at one end to labeling schools or districts as academically 
bankrupt at the other end” (Kaagan & Coley, 1989, p. 11). According to Kaagan and 
Coley (1989), there are two general applications for indicator systems: to reveal 
effectiveness of the system to the public and to hold systems accountable for the results. 
Bryk and Hermanson (1993) state that indicators should be used as an effort in 
“community education and crafted in such ways that encourage a continuing, broad-based 
public involvement with education issues.”  For broad-based involvement (Bryk & 
Hermanson, 1993), this process cannot be limited to releasing the school report cards to 
the media because such information does not truly deepen the community understanding 
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and knowledge about the school. The second application of holding school systems 
accountable for results is far more than providing simple information to the public 
because of the implied enforcement and consequences of rewards and sanctions within 
the accountability system. 
Bryk and Hermanson (1993, p. 458) stated, “the rhetoric of the indicator 
movement is replete with exhortations about how these data will increase accountability 
and drive new policy to improve education.” Additionally Bryk and Hermanson (1993, p. 
452) propose that, “indicators are efficacious instruments with which to monitor the 
education system, evaluate programs, diagnose its troubles, guide policy formulation, and 
hold school personnel accountable for results - an impressive array of tasks.” Thus 
legislators are not only funding more education programs, they are also funding more 
accountability (Darling-Hammond, 1992; Harrington-Lueker, 1998; & Oldham, 1993). 
Bryk and Hermanson, (1993, p. 454) call educational indicators the “newest tool for 
legislators and administrators to construct rational policies … and the logical next step on 
a long list of efforts to ‘hyper-rationalize’ public education.” Increasingly, accountability 
and evaluation are based on student performance as the measure of effective programs. 
Indicator systems utilizing student performance are viewed as providing the kind of 
quantifiable data necessary for important funding decisions (Darling-Hammond, 1992; 
McLaughlin, 1991; Oldham, 1993; & Ramirez, 1992). According to Odden  (1992, p. 
24), policymakers use educational indicators as “policy levers they can pull in order to 
improve student performance.”  San Miguel (1996, p.33) called educational indicators 
“automatic triggers for specific actions.” If educational indicators are used to control 
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schools through rules, procedures, rewards, and sanctions, “educational indicators hold 
considerable potential for advancing education, but they also offer much opportunity for 
misuse and abuse” (Bryk & Hermanson, 1993, p. 453).  
To limit the misuse and to produce satisfactory results, Ramirez (1992) believes 
that there must be clear delineation of roles and responsibilities to maintain the focus on 
improved student performance. In a caution to policymakers in the collection of data, 
Bryk and Hermanson (1993) caution that there is a natural temptation to apply a causal 
relationship whenever data is collected. As a basis for any state system, according to 
Kaagan and Coley (1989, p. 30), state-level indicator systems need to consider three 
design features, “availability of school level data, availability of information on the 
quantity and capability of school staff, and careful consideration of the unit of data 
collection, analysis, and reporting.” 
According to Ramirez, states must establish the standards for the collection, 
treatment, and use of data without regard to any political pressures. Darling-Hammond 
(1992, p. 236) stated her concern about the use of data was based on the tendency to use 
data as the “sole basis for making policy and administrative decisions.”  She goes on to 
state that educational indicators were developed to be evaluative in nature, not purely 
informative. Avoiding political pressure and manipulation is an awesome task. However, 
any accountability system’s creditability and acceptance relies upon the fair use of the 
collected data. Accountability can even be perceived as a barrier to program 
implementation when the accountability system does not consider the complexity of the 
school or contextual factors (Bechtel, 1997). “In the long run, a failure to find an 
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appropriate role for indicator information may lead to an era in which educational 
‘management by measurement’ undermines rather than enhances the capacity of the 




As a tool for assessing student outcomes, educational indicators become visible 
attempts to move beyond rules and regulations to focus more directly on learning 
outcomes. Indicators provide the context for understanding school operation and 
interpreting the student performance results (Bechtel, 1997; SREB, 1995; & 
Accountability Manual, 2000). Educational indicators are based on “simple descriptive 
statistics of central tendency such as means and proportions” (Bryk & Hermanson, 1993, 
p. 471). As sets of statistics, educational indicators reveal something about the condition 
or performance of a campus, a district, a state, or a nation (Bryk & Hermanson, 1993; 
Brown, 1990; & San Miguel, 1996). Darling-Hammond (1992, p. 235) stated that 
indicators are the yardsticks used in “monitoring of the health and progress of American 
schools.” While these indicators often measure student performance only as a snapshot, 
they do provide valuable information about the situation in which the performance 
occurred. Educators use indicators to examine relationships through the input-process-
output model (Kaagan & Coley, 1989).  
According to Kaagan and Coley (1989), the reporting of scores alone is not 
enough; an accountability system must include an understanding of why the changes 
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occurred. To give any significance to the indicator or the reported results, there must be 
an understanding of the dynamics of the system (Kaagan & Coley, 1989). The two 
important decisions regarding any educational indicator system are what specific type of 
statistic will be used and what will be the standard of comparison (Bryk & Hermanson, 
1993, San Miguel, 1996). Each indicator has a point of reference or comparison that 
could reveal potential problems or concerns (Richards, 1988). Because indicators are 
statistics revealing the condition of the school, the important next step is making that 
statistic meaningful by a comparison. Kaggan and Coley (1989, p. 7) state, “Looked at as 
a number on a barren page, a statistic, however important the phenomenon it measures, 
has modest usefulness. Only when it is measured in comparisons does it become 
significant or useful.” 
In the search for meaningful comparison, Bryk and Hermanson (1993) state 
educators most often use three levels of comparisons. The first is the comparison to 
oneself, which is known as the developmental model. In this model, a school is compared 
to itself in terms of growth over years. This model is in agreement with Davies and 
Williamson (1997) and Riegel (1992) that a school should only be compared to its past 
performance, never to other schools, to increase the importance and value of the results. 
The next comparison model compares one unit to another unit, which is known as the 
racehorse model. The unit model compares state against state, school against school, and 
student group against student group by providing a relative placement for the different 
units or groups. Strictly interpreted, the racehorse model is primarily interested in who 
finishes first, regardless of where they started. However, this model does not allow for 
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contextual factors such as poverty levels, mobility rates, minority status, or even past 
performance in the comparison. The third model is the comparison with an external 
standard, which is known as the educational goals model. In the goals model, schools are 
compared with established goals or standards that represent high levels of quality. The 
goals model sets the level of excellence that each school strives to reach, while evaluating 
the school’s level of success. Often accountability systems use a combination of the three 
models to fully evaluate the campus performance and growth. In Texas, the Academic 
Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) utilizes some aspects of all three models in a 
comprehensive combination system. The developmental model includes the reporting of 
multiple years of student performance and rewarding for continued success. The 
racehorse model compares each campus against a campus group. Finally, the goals model 
compares the campus performance to a state established performance standard of 
excellence. In a comprehensive model like Texas, the use of comparison data is very 
important because it appears in each level of accountability.  
As found in the SREB study (1995, p. 7), educators were greatly concerned with 
the comparing of educational indicators and with the lack of and quality of “comparable 
data.” Even when reported by student groups, Castellano (1993) found similar concerns 
by campus and district administrators with the use of comparison data. Administrators 
had great concerns with the use of the Illinois student performance based accountability 
system, the New Illinois Recognition System. Both superintendents and campus 
principals had strong concerns over the use of comparison data for special education and 
limited English proficient students.  
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Beck (1995, p. 165) also found concerns over unfair comparisons: “Public 
perception of our low scores translates into messages like ‘This school system is a poor 
one,’ or ‘Teachers in this system are lousey [sic]’.” When comparing schools, Beck found 
that teachers related higher scoring schools as more effective schools, which had resulted 
in a 22% increase in school transfer requests by teachers. However, comparisons can 
provide more information than the mere snapshot of student performance (Bryk & 
Hermanson, 1993; Davies & Williamson, 1997; Riegel, 1992; & SREB, 1995). In 
interpreting comparison data, Wiggins (1993) emphasized that both inputs and outputs 
must be considered in evaluating schools. White (1994, p. 267) stated, “The output of an 
institution …does not really tell us much about its educational impact or educational 
effectiveness in developing talent. Rather outputs must always be evaluated in terms of 
inputs.”   
Educational indicators “help define the context in which schools and districts 
operate” by providing valuable information about the situation in which the performance 
occurred (SREB, 1995, p. 4). Bryk and Hermanson (1993) suggest the wise use of 
indicators includes reporting student performance within the context to understand 
adequately the importance of the data. Bryk and Hermanson (1993, p. 462) proposed a 
more all-encompassing approach: “For a system to achieve completeness would require 
an explicit representation of the diverse aims of school, the means-end linkage for each of 
these aims, and the interrelations … that might exist among these multiple, interwoven 
educational processes.”  They also stated that policymakers need to consider student 
learning, pedagogy, instructional practices, organizational resources, and leadership. 
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Bryk and Hermanson (1993) visualized the school as a tapestry rich in texture and vibrant 
color, with some strands clearly exposed to all, while others are hidden except to the 
expert eye. They cautioned that most educational indicator systems depend only upon the 
strand visible to all, not the hidden ones. “Great danger posed by indicators is that we 
grow to value what we measure over what is too invaluable to be measured” (Bryk & 
Hermanson, 1993, p. 476).  
Others voice additional concerns. Because standardized tests are racially biased, 
the use of tests has harmed African Americans as a group (Jencks & Phillips, 1998). They 
caution that the use of such assessment continues the negative stereotype faced by all 
African Americans. Allen (1998) revealed that factors, such as reading inaccuracy, 
personal opinion, life experiences, question type, and inaccurate comprehension, often 
limited the true assessment of student performance. Additionally, Allen concluded that a 
student’s ability could not be measured simply by correct or incorrect responses on a 
standardized assessment. With such concerns, many have recommended a review of the 
use and interpretation of standardized assessments and the need for more qualitative 
measures for assessing student performance (Allen, 1998; Jencks & Phillip, 1998). 
 
Components of Educational Indicator Systems 
 In providing the context for student performance, educational indicators 
frequently address all areas of education from the student level to the district level 
(Brown, 1990). Brown describes the key components of the “accountability loop” 
(Brown, 1990, p. 4) as the key actors, goals, resources, pre-determined standards, and 
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rewards/sanctions. The key actors include all stakeholders, from the teacher to the 
legislators, involved in creating or receiving the responsibility for student learning. The 
goals clearly delineate what is to be accomplished, such as increased attendance, higher 
test scores, or raised graduation requirements. The access and control of the necessary 
resources include materials, supplies, personnel, community resources, and decision-
making authority. The predetermined standards establish the objectives, benchmarks and 
targets necessary to evaluate accomplishments. Rewards and sanctions, such as 
promotion, salary increases, increased responsibility, loss of control, further training, 
reprimand, or termination, clearly establish the response to the school’s success or 
failure.  
To further describe accountability systems, Brown (1990) used the term  “system 
indicators” as those that include input, process, and output variables. Systems indicators 
frequently address all areas of education from student performance to district policy. 
Because these indicators are believed to impact the quality of education and student 
learning, they are often included in school report cards. The term system indicators 
include input (curriculum, funding, teacher quality, and facilities), process (decision 
making, planning, and due process), and output (school report cards and student 
performance) variables. Input components focus on adequacy and equity of school 
resources through a review of curriculum guidelines, revenue, teacher certification, and 
categorical funding for special populations. The process component focuses on inclusion, 
policies, and program management through a review of the inclusion of staff members in 
district decision-making, required planning elements in funding regulations, and legal due 
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process requirements. The outcome component focuses on results of minimum 
competency testing for students, standardization of achievement tests, campus report 
cards, and district performance reports. The emphasis continues to shift from input and 
process measures to student outcome measures. An accountability system based on test 
scores, limited to only output measures, would totally disregard the contextual input and 
process variables. Brown (1990) advocates that an effective accountability system should 
address all three components- input, process, and outcomes- not simply test results. 
In contrast to Brown’s interaction loop, Newmann, King, and Rigdon (1997) 
place the school in the center where it is reacting to the external pressures. In this 
accountability model, the school is clustered around four key features: information on 
performance (test scores), established standards, consequences (rewards and sanctions), 
and influential agent (a state department of education). This model provides an 
organizational structure based on customer satisfaction where there is a service provider 
and patron. However, in this model, the patron has the power to reward, punish, or if 
necessary, replace. Newmann, King, and Ridgon (1997, p. 43) state, “The assumption is 
that teachers will try harder and become more effective in meeting goals for student 
performance when the goals are clear, when information on the degree of success is 
available, and when there are real incentives to meet the goals.” For this accountability 
restructuring model to be successful, Newmann, King, and Ridgon also emphasize that 
the organizational capacity must be supported by effective coordination, shared 
commitment, and collaboration in support of student learning. 
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Both models include the key issues of standards, student performance, and a 
system of rewards and sanctions. In comparing the two organizational systems, by using 
a cooperative curving cycle, Brown emphasizes the importance of the total involvement 
of and interaction between key actors in the accountability loop. The Brown model 
portrays action flowing cyclically from one component to the next while the model by 
Newmann, King and Rigdon (1997) places the school in the center. The school is reacting 
to, not interacting with, the external pressures.  
The similarities between the models, standards, student performance, and a 
system of rewards and sanctions, reflect three of the basic components of accountability 
systems. Oldham (1993) added professional development to these three components to 
link accountability to campus improvement. Although in most models, reporting is 
included in the rewards and sanctions component, the Student Achievement 
Accountability Committee (SAAC, 1993) highlighted reporting as a separate component. 
The SAAC selected standards, assessments, recognition and interventions, and reporting 
as the major components of an accountability system. After completing a state-by-state 
comparison of accountability systems reported in Newsweek, McGinn (1999) enumerated 
the components as assessments, report cards, ratings, rewards, assistance, and sanctions. 
McGinn (1999) found only two states, Iowa and Nebraska, reported no accountability 
measures implemented at the state level. The remaining 48 states reported implementing 
at least one of the accountability measures. Assessments and school report cards were the 
most prevalent across the nation.  
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Public Reporting 
When the only thing that matters is student performance, public reporting 
becomes a very political issue (McGinn, 1999). There are two types of school report 
cards currently provided to the public, the individual and the compiled report card 
(Jaeger, Gorney, & Johnson, 1994). The individual school report card is designed to 
inform parents about the school that their child attends, whereas the compiled school 
report card includes comparison statistics for several schools. For example, one 
individual school report card, the AEIS, is released to the public each fall.  
The concept of releasing the school report cards to the public is not new. 
Although the earliest school report cards in the United States were prepared for school 
administrators around the turn of the century, their renewal began in 1969 with the 
“Columbus School Profile: A Report of the Columbus Public Schools to the Community” 
(Jaeger et al., 1994). The first attempts at school report cards included facts and figures 
about the state and local school district to provide a contextual profile for the community 
(SREB, 1995). The data profile emphasized only input indicators while providing little or 
no measure of quality of the instructional process. According to the SREB (1995, p. 4), 
the first school report cards provided many “pages of little numbers” reflecting little 
about student performance. 
 Most districts are required by the state board of education, state legislature, state 
agency, or local administration to submit information or to publish a performance report 
card  (Gaines, 1992; Jaeger et al., 1994; & Oldham, 1993). The school report cards have 
moved from emphasizing a school’s demographic and contextual factors, which are often 
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viewed as constraints or limitations, to a model that emphasizes student learning (SREB, 
1995). Although the first school report cards focused upon the social and economic 
context indicators, the movement is now on results with a clear link to school 
improvement efforts (SREB, 1995).  
As found in the Western Michigan University Research Center, the most 
frequently reported information included student performance assessment, state or 
achievement, staffing and student demographic characteristics, and course and program 
offerings (Jaeger et al., 1994). Also in this study, the least frequently reported was school 
success, school environment, student services, and student engagement factors. Jaeger, 
Gorney, & Johnson (1994) define school success indicators as graduation rate, promotion 
rate, and special honors and accomplishments. School environment indicators refer to 
crime and vandalism statistics, which show valuable information about the learning 
climate. Student services indicators reveal the availability of health and counseling 
services and extracurricular opportunities. Student engagement data, relating to the 
number of suspensions and expulsions, is rarely included in the school report cards. As 
found in this study, parents wanted information in all categories in order to truly evaluate 
student success (Jaeger et al., 1994).  
According to the SREB report (1995, p. 7), “the best school report cards focus on 
the progress of local improvement plans; they clearly identify goals and measures of 
acceptable progress; and they report on student performance in those terms.”  After 
analyzing 558 school and 74 district report cards and interviewing 166 parents in two 
states, Jaeger, Gorney, and Johnson (1994) provide guidelines for developing effective 
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report cards. Among their recommendations, Jaeger, Gorney, and Johnson (1994) advise 
providing information on school environment, program offerings, and staffing as a 
minimum. Also, school report cards should include historical data of three years or 
longer. Current year information should be displayed in the context of averages with 
comparison data such as district or state averages.  
If designed effectively, Jaeger, Gorney, and Johnson (1994, p. 45) state, school 
report cards can inform parents about the effectiveness of the community’s public school 
so the public will know “what is right about the local schools and what needs 
improvement.”  According to Jaeger, Gorney, and Johnson (1994, p. 42), “school report 
cards are public statements of the condition of individual schools and the results of their 
education program.” The report cards are designed to provide valuable information on the 
overall effectiveness of the instructional program and to assist in decision making and 
planning. Although educational indicators represent valuable information used in 
accountability systems, educational indicators alone do not constitute the accountability 
systems (SAAC, 1993). 
The Student Achievement Accountability Committee (1993, p. 22) contends that, 
“a good accountability system is one that selects the right indicators of the performance 
and reports them to the right audience.” In determining the right information and right 
audience, Davies and Williams (1997) and Jaeger, Gorney, and Johnson (1994) state that 
parents want to know how well the schools are meeting the community’s expectation of 
student performance. Additionally, public reporting can serve as a marketing strategy to 
keep education at the top of the local community’s agenda by providing an annual status 
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report. Making known to the public the educational needs and highlighting the 
inadequacy of current school funding are just two of these strategies. In an era of limited 
revenue and growing demands in education, increased school expenditures seem more 
acceptable if officials tie them to the expectation of improved student learning (Jaeger et 
al., 1994).  
Although parents want to know how well their child is performing, does this 
desire to know extend to the campus or the district level?  While this knowledge is 
perceived to be important, Bradley (1998) and Herrington (1993) reported that parents do 
not understand or pay attention to school report cards reflecting either campus or district 
information. Albeit parents are concerned about their child and ask if the school is 
meeting their family’s needs, this concern did not extend to the campus or district level. 
In both studies, parents did not view the public reporting as a critical issue in evaluating 
their child’s school. Bradley and Herrington based these conclusions on interviews and 
statements from advocacy groups, educators, community members, and parents. In 
contrast, the Western Michigan University Research Center conducted a fifteen-month 
study and found that parents wanted and valued school report cards (Jaeger et al., 1994). 
By a ratio of two to one, parents preferred the more complex, longer reports to the short, 
abbreviated report formats. 
While parents did not view school report cards as valuable (Bradley, 1998; 
Herrington, 1993), do teachers and administrators have different thoughts?  Bradley 
(1998) conducted a case study of three high schools to examine the reaction to the first 
New York School Report Card. Bradley concluded that student performance was not 
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directly impacted by the report card release, but some of the state’s purposes in releasing 
the school report cards were accomplished. The school report card did inform the public 
about achievement, provide an impetus for public discussion, and result in a greater sense 
of accountability for teachers. Perhaps the most significant finding reported by Bradley 
was the importance of the school report card as a document for improving schools and for 
directing school reform efforts. The school report card served as a driving force in 
professional development planning for teachers. Campus administrators believed teachers 
were forced to look at student performance and to challenge their students. Although 
teachers reported using the student performance data to analyze and measure 
achievement growth, teachers perceived the report cards as having little or no impact on 
teaching and instructional practices. Consequently, teachers did not connect professional 
development or the analysis of student performance as impacting instruction. While the 
teachers viewed the report card as important for school improvement efforts, they 
believed the assessments and improved standards were the major change agents.  
Likewise, Howard (1998) found that teachers perceived that the state 
accountability system did not impact instruction, although many instructional changes 
were reported. The teachers stated that they changed or modified instruction as a result of 
increased demands from the campus principal. The teachers viewed the campus principal 
as the change agent, not the accountability system or themselves. In regard to the state 
assessment, teachers did not think that the instructional practices had a direct impact on 
student performance on the standardized assessments.  
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In Dade County, Florida, Herrington (1993) found that campus level 
administrators believed that reporting performance data by race and ethnicity had a 
negative impact on student performance efforts. Administrators believed that reporting by 
race and ethnicity highlighted the underachievement of minority students. Beck (1995) 
found that educators felt additional pressure from high-stakes testing and accountability. 
The greatest pressure appeared to come from the local school boards as they established 
local expectations for improvement. Through open-ended questioning, Beck found that a 
majority of the reported negative consequences for low performance came from local 
school boards. For superintendents, pressure was rank ordered from local board, to 
community and parents, to politicians, and last to the media. Only for large urban areas 
was the media a major source of external pressure.  
Similarly, Adams (1995) conducted a perception survey of principals and fourth 
grade teachers in Education Service Center Region V, based in Beaumont, Texas. Adams 
found that campus-level educators and teachers had an overall negative perception and 
expressed a lack of confidence in the AEIS reporting. Adams also found that 
administrators and teachers agreed that the AEIS reporting had resulted in a narrowing of 
the curriculum to the objectives tested to the exclusion of important content. 
Additionally, principals and teachers also agreed that the AEIS system had also limited 
student creativity. Agreeing with campus administrators of Dade (Herrington, 1993), the 
principals and teachers in Region V saw that public reporting of student performance 
polarized teachers, principals, and the public. On each issue surveyed, teachers were 
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more negative than principals. Although various stakeholders viewed school report cards 
differently, they held their viewpoints strongly (Adams, 1995; Herrington, 1993).  
In contrast to the campus-level staff, Herrington (1993) found that district level 
administrators did not share this negative perception of public reporting. The district and 
central office administrators were found to perceive the reporting as necessary to assure 
equal accountability and equal expectations for all students. Even though Bradley (1998) 
and Beck (1995) reported limited or no impact on student performance, top 
administrators viewed the performance reporting as informative, important, and useful for 
internal use in campus improvement efforts.  
Likewise, Cauble (1992) found Texas superintendents viewed the AEIS report as 
a valid measure for school success and beneficial in planning. Successful principals 
active in campus improvement efforts were data driven and embraced accountability 
(Cavazos, 1999). Bennett (1997) and Birt (1998) also found an increase in teacher 
engagement concerning student performance and instructional methodology as a result of 
campus evaluation and accountability systems. 
From the onset, improved student performance was the intended outcome. 
Because public reporting is one of the most costly and difficult responsibilities of 
accountability systems, Ramirez (1992) cautioned that the process of gathering and 
reporting of information could intrude on the schools’ primary purpose of instruction and 
learning. Although the use of school report cards is costly and political, there is a strong 
connection between accountability, public reporting and school improvement. In the 
SREB study (1995, p. 9), a legislative staff member stated,  “The whole reporting thing 
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intertwines into everything else. All of a sudden you are asking significant questions 
about whether you have a valid curriculum, whether it is really working, whether it is 
what you want children to be able to do. You really can’t disengage reporting from 
everything else.”   
 
Summary 
 Accountability systems impact the educational process in both positive and 
negative ways. Although the goal of any accountability system is to improve student 
performance, often the political reality impedes appropriate policymaking. In designing 
accountability systems, policymakers select from the basic components of standards, 
assessments, reporting, rewards and sanctions. Within the reporting component, 
policymakers and educators must use caution to maintain a fair and balanced indicator 
system. In the reporting of student performance, contextual factors provide a more 
complete view of school success. Often the use of comparisons adds to the analysis of 
student performance. When assessing student performance, poverty and other student 
demographics provide additional information in the interpretation of data. Because 
poverty has and continues to impact student performance negatively, evaluators need to 
establish fair comparisons in an effectively accountability system.  




Methodology and Design 
Introduction 
This study examined the impact of poverty on comparable improvement rankings 
for elementary campuses in Texas by reviewing the differences between the current 
sorting process and an alternative sorting process. Comparable improvement, a campus 
only measure, “shows how student performance on the TAAS test has changed (or 
grown) from one year to the next and then compares that growth to that of the 40 schools 
that are demographically most similar to the target school” (TEA Glossary, 2000, p. 6). 
This year-to-year growth is computed using the Texas Learning Index (TLI). The TLI, a 
campus only measurement, is computed using students who can be matched to their prior 
test score for a comparison. 
A unique comparison group of 40 campuses was constructed using six 
demographic characteristics: the percentages of low income, white, Hispanic, African 
American, limited English proficient (LEP), and mobile students. This comparable 
improvement process constructs the comparison group each year, using the comparable 
improvement characteristics in the order of dominance. To determine the order of 
dominance for each target campus the six characteristics are ranked from highest to 
lowest percent. The most dominant characteristic is used to select the 100-campus pool 
most similar to the target campus. After the initial 100 campuses are selected, the process 
shifts from selecting campuses to removing campuses from the pool based on the 
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remaining characteristics. The process continues until 40 of the initial 100 campuses 
remain in the comparison group. 
Instead of using the most dominant characteristic as in the current process, the 
alternative process used the percent of students in poverty as the initial sorting 
characteristic. The order of dominance was from highest to lowest for the remaining 
student demographics. Using poverty as the first sorting characteristic ensured that the 
initial 100 campuses in the campus comparison group would be the most comparable in 
regard to the percentage of low-income students enrollment. From the initial 100 
campuses, the campus group was refined by the remaining student demographic 
characteristics in the order of their dominance.  
The primary comparison between the current and the alternative process was the 
potential for change in quartile placement. To further understand the impact of poverty on 
comparable improvement, the analysis included changes in group average Texas 
Learning Index changes, award eligibility, and campus grouping. The following four 
research questions guided the analysis:  
 
1. What are the differences in quartile placement based on the current order of dominance 
process when compared to an alternative process using the percentage of poverty as the 
initial selection characteristic? 
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2. What is the difference in the campus TLI average growth and group TLI average 
growth based on the current order of dominance process when compared to an alternative 
process using the percentage of poverty as the initial selection characteristic? 
 
3. What changes occur in award eligibility for comparable improvement additional 
acknowledgement when the current order of dominance process is compared to an 
alternative process using the percentage of poverty as the initial selection characteristic?  
 
4. What changes occur in campus comparison group composition when the current order 
of dominance process is compared to an alternative process using the percentage of 
poverty as the initial selection characteristic? 
 
Sample of Schools 
According to the Texas Education Agency (TEA) Pocket Edition, 20 education 
service centers and 1,183 school districts actively served students in Texas in 1999-2000. 
The diverse student composition included 576,083 African American; 1,578,967 
Hispanic; 1,721,969 white; and 114,764 classified as other. Adding to the diversity of 
Texas classrooms, approximately 1,955,012 students qualified as economically 
disadvantaged.  
Throughout the state of Texas, there are 7,395 public single, elementary, middle, 
and high school campuses (TEA website, 2000). Comparable improvement is calculated 
only at the campus level; therefore, the unit of study was the campus. Additionally 
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because of specific testing provisions at the high school level and organizational models 
at the junior high level, the selection of the sample type was important. At the high school 
level, the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) is only administered at grade 
10, thus involving low numbers of students. In determining Texas Learning Index (TLI) 
growth for the TAAS test, students must be matched with their prior year test scores to 
calculate the average growth scores. For the 10th grade students, that process means 
matching their exit level 10th grade TAAS scores to their 8th grade TAAS scores. For 10th 
graders, instead of an annual TAAS growth score, the growth score becomes a two-year 
comparison. Occasionally, the comparison becomes a three-year comparison for students 
retained in the ninth grade. If students cannot be matched to their prior TAAS scores, 
then no average TLI growth can be computed. Because smaller numbers of students were 
included in the comparable improvement analysis, the TAAS growth score was biased 
toward less mobile students who are more easily matched.  
Also at both the junior high and high school levels, students can be exempted 
from the TAAS test for high performance on the end of course tests. At the end of 
Algebra I, English II, Biology I, and United States History, students take an end of course 
assessment. Prior to the spring 2000 exit testing date, a student could be exempted from 
TAAS by passing the Algebra I, English II, and either Biology I or United States history 
end of course tests. Because no TLI average growth score can be computed, these 
students would not be included in the campus’s comparable improvement calculation.  
Across the state, local control determines the grade combination or organizational 
model at the junior high level. Campuses can exist as a traditional junior high school and 
   
  77
serve grades 6, 7, & 8. In more rural settings, campuses are classified as secondary and 
serve grades 6 through 12. Another option is the middle school concept utilizing a school 
within a school model where students are served through a family approach with a 
designated team of teachers. In addition to the multiple campus organizational models, 
junior high curriculum also provides varied approaches. At the junior high or middle 
school level, high school courses can be provided for the advanced students, thus 
impacting student performance on TAAS when compared to other students without this 
learning opportunity. Therefore for this study, junior high and high school campuses were 
removed from the sample. 
Of the 7,395 public school campuses, the remaining 3,698 elementary campuses 
received an accreditation rating and comparable improvement ranking. Because the 
alternative process used the percentage of students in poverty as the primary sorting 
characteristic, the alternative process would produce no change for campuses that had 
poverty as the first characteristic under the current TEA process. For this reason, 
campuses with poverty as the primary sorting characteristic in the current process were 
removed from the campus sample. The remaining 2,403 elementary campuses were the 
sample. 
 
Calculation of Comparable Improvement in Texas 
Comparable improvement, which compares each campus’s growth on TAAS to 
the 40 schools that are demographically most similar, impacts comparable improvement 
acknowledgements, Texas Successful Schools Award System awards (TSSAS), 
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Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) reports, and the school report card 
(Accountability Manual, 2000). As directed by statute, TEA annually constructs a unique 
comparison group of 40 campuses using six demographic characteristics in the order of 
dominance as determined by the percentage of economically disadvantaged, white, 
Hispanic, African American, and limited English proficient students (Accountability 
Manual). Although not required by current statute, TEA added the percentage of mobile 
students to the selection process for the campus cohort. In the current process, the order 
of dominance is the key component to constructing the 40-campus comparison grouping 
for comparable improvement.  
In construction of the comparable improvement comparison group, special 
education students are included in the calculations. All calculations are rounded to one 
decimal place. The student demographics used in the calculation of comparable 
improvement are taken from the Public Education Information Management System 
(PEIMS) as submitted to TEA by each district. For all characteristics, except mobility, 
the district enters student information in October and then submits the data to TEA by 
mid-December. The third PEIMS submission in June of each year includes the mobility 
information. All campuses are grouped by campus type as elementary, middle, high, or 
multi-level. Hence, to select the original 100 campuses for comparable improvement for 
an elementary campus, only elementary campuses would be potential selections.  
After the six characteristics for the target campus are ranked from the highest 
percentage to the lowest percentage, the most dominant characteristic of the six is used to 
select the initial 100 campuses that are the most similar to the target campus. After 
   
  79
constructing the 100-campus group, the process continues by only removing campuses 
that are the most dissimilar, the most distant in either direction, from the target campus. 
The removal process continues until only 50 campuses remain. As the last step, the 50-
campus group is reduced to 40 by removing the 10 campuses with the most dissimilar of 
the least predominant characteristics of the accountability student group characteristics. 
The accountability student groups include African American, Hispanic, white, and 
economically disadvantaged. The final step is taken to make the campus group more 
comparable by the accountability standards. Because only student groups that are 
included in the accountability system are used, the percentage of limited English 
proficient and mobility are not included in the final reduction from 50 to 40 campuses 
(Accountability Manual 2000).  
With the current TEA process, the use of the most dominant characteristic to 
select the initial 100-campus group is the most important characteristic because no 
campuses are ever added to the comparison group. Because the 100-campus group is only 
reduced, the campus group might not be comparable in the remaining characteristics. The 
following example taken from the TEA Accountability Manual (2000, p. 47) 
demonstrates the current process for selecting the comparable improvement comparison 
group:  
Elementary Campus X demographics in the order of dominance: 
50.3 % African American, 40.4% Economically Disadvantaged, 29.9% White, 19.8% 
Hispanic, 12.0 % LEP, 15.2% Mobile 
 
Step 1: 100 elementary campuses having percentages closest to 50.3 % African American 
students are identified. 
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Step 2: 10 schools from the initial group of 100 are eliminated on the basis of being most 
distant from the value of 40.4 % Economically Disadvantaged. 
 
Step 3: 10 of the remaining 90 schools which are most distant, in either direction, from 
29.9% White students are eliminated. 
 
Step 4: 10 of the remaining 80 schools, which are most distant, in either direction, from 
19.8% Hispanic students, are eliminated. 
 
Step 5:  10 of the remaining 70 schools, which are most distant, in either direction, from 
15.2% Mobile students, are eliminated. 
 
Step 6: 10 of the remaining 60 schools, which are most distant, in either direction, from 
12.0% LEP students, are eliminated. 
 
Step 7: 10 of the remaining 50 schools which are most distant, in either direction, from 
29.9% White and / or 19.8% Hispanic students, the less predominant characteristics, are 
eliminated. 
 
Upon establishing the comparison group, TEA continues the comparable 
improvement analysis by calculating the campus TLI average growth on TAAS over a 
multi-year period in reading and mathematics. The TLI average growth is determined by 
matching each student’s TLI score on the current TAAS test to the TLI score on the prior 
test. Students entering Texas schools from other states, home schools, non-testing private 
schools, or merely absent on the TAAS test day will not have a prior TAAS test for 
comparison purposes. Although the TAAS test may have been taken, students who have 
miscoded social security numbers or multiple personal identification numbers cannot be 
matched to the prior test. If the student cannot be matched to the prior TAAS test, then 
the student is not included in the campus calculation of TLI average growth. The TLI 
growth score for each matched student is then added and divided by the number of 
matched students to produce the TLI average growth score for the campus.  
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The 40 campuses are then ranked according to their average TLI growth. 
Campuses are assigned a separate quartile placement for reading and math. Writing is not 
included in comparable improvement due to the lack of TLI scores on the state writing 
assessment. In the reporting of quartiles, a campus scoring in Quartile 4 represents the 
lowest growth in performance; likewise, a campus in Quartile 1 reflects the highest 
growth. Specifically, the ten campuses with the highest average growth, in the top 25%, 
in TLI on TAAS assessment are assigned Quartile 1 placement. The next ten campuses 
are placed into Quartile 2. The next ten campuses are ranked Quartile 3. As the ranking 
continues, the ten campuses in Quartile 4, the lowest 25%, reflect the lowest average 
growth in TLI of the campus group. 
TEA has included a series of safeguards in the process of calculating the average 
TLI growth score. At the student level, in order to increase reliability, certain exclusions 
are applied. Because the TAAS test is a criterion-referenced test, students either pass or 
fail. According to TEA (Accountability Manual, 2000), the TLI is not sensitive to 
extreme high or low scores. When overall performance is exceptionally high or low, 
growth is not a very reliable or dependable indicator of either performance problems or 
improvement. Therefore, both high and low performers are excluded from the average 
TLI growth score (Accountability Manual, 2000). A high performing student is one who 
scored at 85 or above TLI on TAAS in the prior year. Because the student has already 
scored at a high level, computing growth is difficult due to the ceiling effects and may 
result in a negative growth score. Likewise, safeguards to address the unique 
measurement problems or “floor effect” of the low performing students are needed 
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(Accountability Manual, 2000, p. 53). A low performing student is one who scored at the 
minimum TLI score in either in the current or prior year. When comparing the student’s 
score to the prior test score, the resulting growth score is often misleading and does not 
represent true academic growth.  
TEA also established safeguards for the campus. A campus must have a minimum 
of ten matched students in reading or math to calculate TLI average growth score for 
either subject area. Also, there must be 24 or more campuses that meet the minimum ten 
matched students before campuses are assigned a quartile placement. Each quartile 
usually consists of ten campuses unless a tie in TLI average growth scores exists between 
two campuses at the quartile separation points or the campus does not meet the minimum 
number criteria. In case of a tie, a quartile could contain more than or less than 10 
campuses (Accountability Manual, 2000). 
 
The Alternative Poverty-First Process for 
Comparable Improvement 
In contrast to the current process of using the most predominant characteristic as 
shown in the example, the alternative process used the percentage of poverty, as 
designated by percentage of free and reduced lunch students, as the first and primary 
characteristic to select the initial 100 campuses for comparable improvement. The 
alternative process continued to refine the 100 campuses using the order of dominance of 
ethnicity, limited English proficiency, and mobility to reduce to the 40-campus group. 
The principal difference between the two processes was the forced use of poverty in the 
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initial 100-campus selection. Due to the forced choice of poverty as the first and primary 
characteristic, the 100-campus group would be comparable to the target campus in regard 
to the percentage of free and reduced lunch students. Because the 100-campus group is 
only reduced, the campus group might not be comparable in the remaining characteristics 
of percentage of ethnicity, limited English proficiency, and mobility. 
Using the same campus example, the following will demonstrate the changes in 
the alternative process: 
Elementary Campus X demographics in the order of dominance: 
50.3 % African American, 40.4% Economically Disadvantaged, 29.9% White, 19.8% 
Hispanic, 12.0 % LEP, 15.2% Mobile 
 
Step 1 (changed to selecting campuses on percentage of economically disadvantaged): 
100 elementary campuses having percentages closest to 40.4 % Economically 
Disadvantaged are identified. 
 
Step 2 (no change): 10 schools from the initial group of 100 are eliminated on the basis of 
being most distant, in either direction, from the value of 50.3% African American. 
 
Step 3 (no change): 10 of the remaining 90 schools which are most distant, in either 
direction, from 29.9% White students are eliminated. 
 
Step 4 (no change): 10 of the remaining 80 schools, which are most distant, in either 
direction, from 19.8% Hispanic students, are eliminated. 
 
Step 5 (no change):  10 of the remaining 70 schools, which are most distant, in either 
direction, from 15.2% Mobile students, are eliminated. 
 
Step 6 (no change): 10 of the remaining 60 schools, which are most distant, in either 
direction, from 12.0% LEP students, are eliminated. 
 
Step 7 (no change): 10 of the remaining 50 schools which are most distant from 29.9% 
White and / or 19.8% Hispanic students are eliminated. 
 
Although the percentage of economically disadvantaged students is second in the 
order of dominance, the forced choice of poverty as the first and primary characteristic 
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used the 40.4% of economically disadvantaged to select the 100-campus group in the 
alternative process. After the order of dominance was used to complete the comparable 
improvement process, the alternative process ranked campuses into quartiles based on the 
campus TLI average growth in reading and in math.  
 
Procedures 
 Following the established TEA protocol, a data request was submitted to the 
Communications Division at TEA. Upon approval of the data request, the current and 
alternative comparable improvement processes were completed. From the current 
comparable improvement process, the data fields included the campus number, most 
dominant characteristic, quartile placement for reading and math, percentage of poverty, 
campus TLI average growth, and campus group TLI average. For the alternative 
comparable improvement process, the data included the quartile placement for reading 
and math, campus group TLI growth, and number of campuses on both the current and 
alternative reports. The quartile ranking as determined by the current process was 
compared to the quartile ranking from the alternative process for each campus. TEA 
determined the shift scores using the following formulas: for reading, QRcurrent – 
QRalternative  = reading shift score: for math, QMcurrent – QMalternative  = math shift score. 
The ASCII data file included the shift score for reading and math as well as the other 17 
data fields. Regarding the duplication of campuses on both the current and the alternative 
process, TEA compared the campus groups to generate the number of campuses 
appearing on both reports. TEA constructed a data file containing the 19 data elements to 
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analyze quartile placement, campus/group TLI average growth, comparable improvement 
acknowledgements, and campus grouping for each elementary campus. After completing 
the current and the alternative comparable improvement process, TEA provided the data 
file, the text file, and the paper report to the researcher. Using SPSS Base Version 10 
software, the analysis was completed. 
 
Analysis 
The purpose of this study was to examine the impact of poverty upon the 
comparable improvement comparison grouping - not to make generalizations to a broader 
population. Descriptive statistics (Hinkle, Wiersma & Jurs, 1998) describe numerical data 
through classification and summarization. The primary statistical analysis included 
frequency distribution, central tendency data (such as mean, median, mode), correlations, 
and variability.  
In response to research question one; the shift score created by TEA reflected the 
change in quartile placement between the two processes for both reading and math. A 
shift score of zero reflected no change in quartile placement when using the alternative 
process, meaning that the campus was not impacted by the change in the sorting process. 
In calculating the shift scores, the possibility of negative numbers did exist in 
determining changes in quartile placement. A positive shift score reflected that the 
campus was ranked in a higher quartile in the alternative process, hence receiving a 
benefit from the poverty first sorting process. A negative shift score reflected that the 
alternative process resulted in a lower quartile placement; therefore, using the poverty-
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first sorting process penalized the campus. The magnitude of the shift score reflected the 
number of quartiles improved or lost.  
The first analysis was a correlation using Pearson r to determine the relationship 
between the campuses shift score and the campus poverty level. A correlational analysis 
was conducted for both reading and math. In addition to reviewing the correlation of the 
shift score to poverty levels, it was important to note which campuses moved into higher 
quartiles as well as which campuses were ranked lower. Although seven possible shift 
scores existed: 3, 2, 1, 0, -1, -2, and -3, the analysis produced five shift scores ranging 
from -2 to 2. An analysis of the poverty level for campuses experiencing a shift change 
was also conducted. For reading and math, a frequency distribution was completed for 
each shift score by percentage of poverty to analyze the impact of the alternative process.  
The aggregate shift score for all campuses was reviewed to evaluate the overall 
impact of the alternative sorting process. If the current sorting process and the alternative 
poverty-first process were comparable, no change in quartile placement would be 
expected. Results deviating from zero would denote that the two comparable 
improvement processes are, indeed, not comparable. Thus, the poverty-first process used 
in the alternative comparable improvement resulted in changes in quartile ranking. 
 To answer question two on the impact of poverty on the group average TLI 
growth, an analysis of the TLI average growth score of each campus was compared to the 
group TLI average growth score in the current and the alternative process for both 
reading and math. If poverty did impact the comparable improvement grouping, the two 
group means would reflect the difference. The difference between the campus TLI 
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average growth and the campus group TLI average growth was aggregated for all 2,403 
elementary campuses. The same process was repeated for the alternative process. The 
mean, range, and standard deviation were used to compare the current group average TLI 
growth to the alternative group TLI average. A t test was used to determine if the 
difference between the two group means was more than could be expected by chance.  
 For question three, the impact of sorting by poverty on award eligibility was 
analyzed to see if more high-poverty campuses would be eligible under the alternative 
process than the current. The comparable improvement additional acknowledgement for 
high performance is reported on the campus AEIS report, but does not include a 
monetary reward. The poverty levels of the campuses placed in Quartile 1 with 50 
percent or more high performing students under the current system were compared to the 
campuses meeting both conditions under the alternative system. Scatterplots reflecting 
the poverty level of the campuses penalized and benefiting for the comparable 
improvement additional acknowledgement were completed separately for reading and 
math. 
 For question four concerning the campus group comparisons, TEA provided the 
number of campuses reported on both the two comparable improvement reports. For each 
campus in the sample, the number of campuses appearing on both reports was analyzed 
using descriptive statistics, mean, standard deviation, range and frequency. The number 
of campuses duplicated on both reports and the poverty level of the campuses were 
analyzed using a scatterplot. Because of the curvilinear scatterplot regarding the number 
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 Chapter III detailed methods and procedures utilized to answer the four research 
questions. Using data provided by TEA for the spring 2000 accountability reports, this 
study utilized a descriptive research methodology to analyze the effects of poverty on 
comparable improvement for elementary campuses in Texas. The data were analyzed by 
the use of correlations, frequency distributions, and central tendency statistics. A shift 
score determine the change in quartile placement between the two comparable 
improvement processes. The specific impact of poverty upon quartile placement, group 
TLI average growth, comparable improvement additional acknowledgement eligibility, 
and campus comparison grouping will be described in Chapter IV.  





The purpose of this study was to determine the impact of poverty on the 
comparable improvement ranking for elementary schools in Texas. To understand the 
impact of poverty, I reviewed the change in quartile ranking, group TLI average growth 
scores, additional acknowledgement award eligibility, and comparison group 
composition. With the assistance of the Communication Division of the Texas Education 
Agency (TEA), I compared an alternative process for constructing comparable 
improvement comparisons using poverty as the initial selection characteristic to the 
current process using the order of dominance. 
 
Sample 
Of the 7,395 public school campuses in the 1999-2000 school year, 3,698 
elementary campuses received an accountability rating and comparable improvement 
ranking. The reported dominant characteristics for the elementary campuses were 1,574 
white, 1,295 economically disadvantaged, 711 Hispanic, 113 African American, 2 limited 
English proficient, and 3 mobility. Because the alternative process would produce no 
change for campuses that had poverty as the dominant characteristic under the current 
TEA process, the 1,295 campuses were not included in the sample. These campuses had 
poverty levels ranging from 53.2% to 100%. The campus profiles fit two possible 
scenarios. First, a campus had poverty as its dominant characteristic with either one 
   
  90
predominant ethnicity or multiple ethnicities. Second, the campus had a middle range of 
poverty with a balance of two or more ethnicities. Although in this scenario the campus 
had a middle range of poverty, the percentage of poverty was higher than any one of the 
ethnic populations. 
The remaining 2,403 campuses I included in the sample had poverty levels 
ranging from 2.2% to 99.8%. Of the 2,403 campuses, 1,931 campuses, or 80.34%, had 
poverty levels higher than 50.2%. In addition, 574 campuses, or 23.80%, had poverty 
levels at or above 75% and yet poverty was not the dominant characteristic. Of the 2,403 
elementary campuses in the sample, 126 campuses did not receive a quartile ranking in 
reading, and 33 campuses did not receive a quartile ranking in math. If the campus did 
not have 10 matched students to compute the TLI average growth or had less than 24 
campuses in the comparison group, the campus did not receive a quartile ranking. It was 
possible for a campus to meet the minimum size requirement in one subject but not in the 
other subject.  
 
Research Question 1 
What are the differences in quartile placement based on the current order of 
dominance process when compared to an alternative process using the percentage of 
poverty as the initial selection characteristic? 
The shift score was computed subtracting the alternative process quartile ranking 
from current process quartile ranking: for reading, QRcurrent – QRalternative  = reading shift 
score: for math, QMcurrent – QMalternative  = math shift score. Using the Product-Moment 
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Correlation Coefficient (Pearson r), I analyzed the relationship between the reading and 
math shift scores with the campus poverty level. The Pearson product-moment 
correlation coefficient (r) is an index that describes the degree to which two sets of data 
are related to each other and measures the relationship between two variables (Hinkle, 
Wiersma, & Jurs, 1998). Table 4.1 lists the correlation coefficients between the reading 
and math shift scores and the poverty levels for the sample. Although both reading and 
math shift scores were statistically significant at the 0.01 level, no practical significance 
(Henson & Smith, 2000; Kirk, 1996) existed in either subject. The statistically significant 
results are primarily due to the large sample size. The correlation was slightly higher for 
reading than math; however, neither correlation was practically significant. The square of 
the correlation coefficient, the coefficient of determination (r2), indicates the amount of 
variance of one variable associated with the other variable. The coefficient of 
determination for reading (.1042) was .0108 and for math (.0932) was .008, both of which 
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Table 4.1 
Correlation of Reading and Math Shift Score to Poverty Level 
 
Note **. Correlation is statistically significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
In reading, the distribution of shift scores ranged from -2 to 2. Of the total 2,403 
campuses included in the sample, only 2 campuses scored -2 shift score; 290 campuses 
scored  -1; 1,626 campuses scored 0; 321 campuses scored 1; and 5 campuses scored 2. 
For reading, 126 campuses did not receive a shift score and could not be included in the 
analysis. 
For the 2,277 campuses with a quartile ranking, a scatterplot (Figure 4.1) charted 
the campus poverty level to the reading shift score.  Again, no practically significant 
relationship existed, as the alternative process affected all poverty levels. Gaps in shift 
scores existed for various poverty levels. For the -1 shift score, gaps in occurrences were 
found most prevalent between 60% to 85% poverty. For a shift score of 1, gaps existed 
below 30% poverty and 60% to 70% poverty.  
 
 % Poverty Reading SS Math SS 
% Poverty p.  (2-tailed)  
N 
1.000 
          2403 
                
Reading SS p. (2-tailed)  
N 
.104** 
         2277 
                    1.000 





p. (2-tailed)  
N 
 
   .093** 
        2370 
 
.180** 
                    2277 
 
1.000 
  2370 
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Figure 4.1 
Scatterplot for Reading Shift Score by Poverty Level  




























Few campuses received the two extreme shift scores of 2 or -2 reflecting the 
greatest change. Out of the 2,277 campuses, only seven campuses received either of the 
two extreme shift scores. The poverty levels and dominant characteristics of the two 
campuses receiving the -2 shift score, the most penalized campuses, were 46.9% (white) 
and 87.8% (Hispanic). For the campuses with a shift score of 2, the campuses benefiting 
the most, the campus poverty levels and dominant characteristics were 36.4% (white), 
47.6% (white), 50.2% (white), 70.4% (Hispanic), and 83.1% (Hispanic). The campuses 
receiving the most extreme shift scores, 2 or  -2, represented the poverty levels ranging 
from 36.4% to 87.8%. 
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For math, the scatterplot (Figure 4.2) of the campus poverty level with the math 
shift scores revealed that no practical relationship existed. The regression line crossed all 
poverty levels for each shift score. Of the 2,403 campuses, 33 campuses did not receive a 
quartile ranking with the current process and were excluded from the analysis. Out of the 
remaining 2,370 campuses, one campus scored a shift score of -2, 256 campuses scored   
-1; 1,760 campuses scored 0; 337 campuses scored 1; and 4 campuses scored 2.  
The one campus receiving a -2 shift score had 5.4% poverty and reported white as 
the dominant characteristic. With a shift score of 2, the four campuses benefiting the most 
from the alternative process had poverty rates of 44.8% (white), 54.4% (white), 54.6% 
(white), and 83.3% (Hispanic). Although the one campus penalized was a low poverty 
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Figure 4.2  
Scatterplot for Math Shift Score by Poverty Level 


























As a final review, shift scores were summed to evaluate if the alternative process 
resulted in more campuses ranked in higher quartiles. If the two comparable 
improvement procedures were comparable, no change in quartile placement would be 
expected. Aggregate positive or negative scores would reflect an overall change in 
quartile ranking. After adding all the shift scores for the sample, the reading shift scores 
summed to 37. More campuses experienced a positive shift than negative shift. The 
average shift score was 0.02. With such a large sample of campuses, the average shift 
score revealed a slightly positive change. For math, the shift scores summed to 87, 42% 
higher than the reading total. The average shift score was 0.04. The alternative process 
also seemed to benefit the sample and resulted in a more positive shift in math than in 
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reading, although the average shift score demonstrated only a slightly positive benefit for 
reading or math. 
 
Research Question 2 
What is the difference in the campus TLI average growth and group TLI average 
growth based on the current order of dominance process when compared to an alternative 
process using the percentage of poverty as the initial selection characteristic? 
 To answer research question 2, I compared the mean, range, and standard 
deviation of the difference of the TLI average growth of the current comparable 
improvement process to that of the alternative process (Table 4.2). If the alternative 
process produced a more comparable grouping, the standard deviations may be more 
compact, reflecting less variability. 
 Unlike quartile ranking, the TLI average growth scores for the group are 
computed for each campus group regardless of whether the minimum number 
requirement was met. Therefore, I included all 2,403 campuses in the sample in the 
analysis. Although a campus could have had a drop in TLI growth, no campus groups had 
a negative TLI growth score. The range of TLI average growth scores was 3.96 for the 
current process and 4.45 for the alternative for reading. For math, the range of TLI 
average growth scores for math was 2.85 for the current process and 3.37 for the 
alternative.  More variance exists between the campus TLI average growth score and the 
group TLI average growth score in the alternative comparable improvement process than 
in the current process. Instead of a more compact grouping, the alternative process 
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produced more fluctuation. This increased variance in the alternative process was found 
for reading and math. With the alternative process, the group TLI average growth score 
ranged from 3.35 to 7.80 for reading, and 3.84 to 7.21 for math as compared to 3.64 to 
7.60 for reading and 4.06 to 6.91 for math in the current process.  
Table 4.2 
Current and Alternative Group Averages by Subject 
 
 In comparing the means of reading and math for both processes, the group means 
were slightly higher for the current process reflecting a lower average growth when 
campuses are grouped by poverty. The mean for reading in the current process was .02 
points higher than the alternative process. Likewise in math, the mean for the current 
process was .02 points higher than the mean for the alternative process group. However, 
the standard deviation for math was larger for the alternative than the current process. 
The greatest difference in standard deviation was in reading with .71 for the alternative 
and .58 for the current process. For math the difference was much smaller with .49 for the 
alternative and .44 for the current. Although the campuses were more comparable as far 
as poverty, there was a difference between the alternative and current group means. 
 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std Deviation 
Reading: Group Avg. TLI 
Growth Current 
2403 3.64 7.60 5.47 .58 
Reading: Group Avg. TLI 
Growth Alternative 
2403 3.35 7.80 5.45 .71 
Math: Group Avg. Current 2403 4.06 6.91 5.22 .44 
Math: Group Avg. Alternative 2403 3.84 7.21 5.20 .49 
Valid N 2403     
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 To examine whether the means of the current and alternative process differed by 
more than would be expected by chance, a two-tailed, paired sample t test with 2402 
degrees of freedom was conducted.  For reading, the t critical value (Hinkle, Wiersma, & 
Jurs, 1998) was 1.960 for the sample size with .05 level of confidence for a two-tailed 
test. The computed t value for reading was 1.584, which was less than the critical t value.  
For math, the t critical value was also 1.960. The calculated t value for math was 2.426, 
which was greater than the critical t value. Regardless of the variability for reading, the t 
test did not reveal any statistically significant difference between the two means. For 
math, this difference between the two means was more than what would be expected by 
chance reflecting a statistically significant difference between the current and alternative 
process. 
 
Research Question 3 
What changes occur in the comparable improvement additional acknowledgement 
eligibility when the current order of dominance process is compared to an alternative 
process using the percentage of poverty as the initial selection characteristic?  
 To receive the comparable improvement acknowledgement for high performance, 
a campus must be ranked in Quartile 1 and have 50% or more of the students scoring 
above 84 TLI on TAAS for that subject. This recognition is designated on the campus 
AEIS report. No financial rewards are attached to this comparable improvement award. A 
campus can receive this award for reading only, for math only, or for both subjects. If a 
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campus is not ranked in a quartile for a subject, the campus cannot be considered for the 
comparable improvement award for that subject. 
 
Campuses Penalized by the Alternative Poverty First Process  
Reading. 
For this analysis, I reviewed the campuses eligible in the current process but 
ineligible in the alternative process, thus resulting in the campus being penalized. To be 
penalized, a campus had to have a negative shift score as a result of the alternative 
process. Of the campuses, 91 campuses met the following three conditions: ranked 
Quartile 1 in the current process, ranked lower than Quartile 1 in the alternative process, 
and reported 50% or more of the students scoring above 84 TLI on the last reading TAAS 
assessment.  
The mean poverty level of the penalized campuses was 34.16%. The poverty 
levels of the penalized campuses ranged from 0.4% to 96.40% poverty. With a range of 
96.0 percentage points and a standard deviation of 27.07 percentage points, campuses 
from all poverty levels were penalized. 
In Figure 4.3, a slight tendency to penalize low poverty campuses was found. 
Campuses with 50% poverty or higher were less likely to be penalized by the poverty 
first alternative process. Campuses broadly clustered at two poverty levels, 0% to 20% 
and 30% to 50%. With 2,277 campuses reviewed, 91 campuses, or 4%, reflected that the 
alternative process penalized low numbers of campuses. 
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Figure 4.3 
Campuses by Poverty Level Penalized in Reading 










































The comparable improvement acknowledgement for math is awarded to campuses 
ranked in Quartile 1 with over 50% of the students scoring above 84 TLI on TAAS math. 
The included campuses met the following three conditions: ranked Quartile 1 in the 
current process, ranked lower than Quartile 1 in the alternative process, and reported 50% 
or more of the students scoring above 84 TLI on the last math TAAS assessment. For a 
campus to be penalized in math by the alternative process, the campus would have a 
negative shift score. 
Only 28 campuses were penalized in math (Figure 4.4). The mean poverty of the 
penalized campuses was 25.91 % poverty. The standard deviation of 24.88 continued to 
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reflect a broad variance. The range of campus poverty level penalized was 0.4% to 
87.20%. With only 28 campuses experiencing negative shift scores in math as compared 
to the 91 campuses in reading, the alternative process did not produce as much 
fluctuation in quartile ranking in math as in reading. 
The alternative process appeared to penalize low poverty campuses more than 
high poverty campuses. Campuses with poverty levels of 20% and lower were the most 
penalized. Above 60% poverty, only four campuses were penalized. With only 28 of 
2,370 campuses, the number penalized represents approximately 1.18% of the sample. 
Although penalizing more low poverty campuses, the actual impact was minimal in 
regard to overall influence. Of course, the impact was more direct for the 28 campuses. 
Figure 4.4  
Campuses by Poverty Level Penalized in Math 
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Campuses Benefiting from the Alternative Poverty First Process 
Reading. 
Next in the analysis, I reviewed which campuses benefited in reading from the 
poverty-first alternative process. Campuses had to meet three conditions: ranked lower 
than Quartile 1 in the current process, ranked Quartile 1 in the alternative process, and 
reported 50% or more of the students scoring above 84 TLI on the last reading TAAS 
assessment. Of the campuses, 90 were identified as benefiting, having a positive shift 
score, from the alternative process. The mean poverty level for the campuses benefiting 
was 48.32%. The standard deviation was 20.74. The range of poverty levels of the 
campuses benefiting from the alternative process was 4.50% to 92.70% poverty.  
The alternative process seemed to benefit campuses with moderate to high 
poverty levels more than the current process as demonstrated in Figure 4.5. The figure 
demonstrates that the campuses with poverty levels ranging from 40% to 60% tended to 
benefit in higher numbers than either the low or high poverty campuses. With only 90 
campuses out of 2,277, the actual number of campuses that benefited from the alternative 
process was low. Although low in number, the campuses tended to cluster around the 
middle 40% to 60% poverty level. Two smaller clusters appeared between 25% to 40% 
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Figure 4.5 
Campuses by Poverty Benefiting in Reading 






































Std. Dev = 20.74  
Mean = 48.3
N = 90.00
 In summary, comparing the penalized campuses to those benefiting in reading, the 
mean poverty for the campuses benefiting was 14.17 percentage points higher than the 
penalized campuses. The alternative process tended to benefit the middle- to high-poverty 
campuses more than the low-poverty campuses in reading. While the standard deviation 
was 6.34 percentage points larger for the penalized campuses, the standard deviation of 
20.74 still revealed a large variance of poverty level.  
Mathematics. 
I reviewed which campuses benefited from the alternative process in math. 
Thirty-two campuses met the three following conditions: ranked lower than Quartile 1 in 
the current process, ranked Quartile 1 in the alternative process, and reported 50% or 
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more of the students scoring above 84 TLI on the last math TAAS assessment. Campuses 
benefiting had a positive shift score as the result of the change in quartile placement in 
the alternative process.    
Thirty-two of the 2,370 campuses met the conditions. The mean poverty level was 
33.95%. The standard deviation was 21.09. The range of campus poverty was 97.00 
points from 1.10% to 98.10%. Figure 4.6 reports the campuses that benefited from the 
alternative comparable improvement process by poverty levels. The alternative process 
seemed to benefit campuses with low to moderate poverty levels, or 10% to 40% poverty. 
Although few campuses actually benefited, more low-to-middle poverty 
campuses benefited from the alternative process. With a standard deviation of 21.09, the 
variance is still large, crossing most poverty levels. The mean poverty level was 34.0%, 
which is 8 percentage points higher than the mean poverty of the penalized campuses. 
Thirty-one of the 32 campuses had poverty levels below 80%. The number of campuses 
increased forming a patterned stair-step from 0% to 40% poverty. A gap appeared 
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Figure 4.6 
Campuses by Poverty Benefiting in Math  
































When comparing the two groups in math, the mean poverty level for the 
campuses benefiting from the alternative process was 34%, which is 8.1 percentage 
points higher poverty than the mean of the penalized campuses. The standard deviation 
was 21.09, which is 3.79 points less than the standard deviation for the penalized 
campuses reflecting slightly less variance. In math, the alternative process benefited 
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Research Question 4 
What changes occur in campus comparison group composition when the current 
order of dominance process is compared to an alternative process using the percentage of 
poverty as the initial selection characteristic? 
 As a result of the data request, TEA generated a data element for the number of 
campuses reported on both the current and the alternative comparable improvement 
reports. Although the comparable improvement analysis produces a 40-campus 
comparison group, the target campus is included in the campus list making a 41-campus 
report. Therefore, when TEA reported that one campus was on both the current and the 
alternative reports, the one campus was the target campus. For the campuses with poverty 
as the dominant characteristic in the current process, all 41 campuses were reported on 
both reports reflecting the 40-campus comparison group and the target campus. This data 
element was computed for all 2,403 campuses regardless of either the small number 
safeguards. 
The mean was 4.00 duplicated campuses on both reports (Table 4.3). The 
standard deviation was 2.87 campuses. The range of number of duplicated campuses 
reported was 19.0. Only one campus of the 2,403 campuses reported the maximum 
number of 20 duplicated campuses on both reports. The minimum number of 1 campus 
on both reports, which reflected the target campus itself, was reported for 346 campuses.  
 Frequencies for the number of campuses reported on both comparable 
improvement reports provide additional information. The mode was 3 campuses 
duplicated on both the current and the alternative reports. Although the maximum score 
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was 20 campuses reported on both reports, 90.6 % of campuses had 7 or fewer campuses 
duplicated on both reports and 98.8% of the campuses had 14 or less campuses 
duplicated on both reports.  
Table 4.3 
Frequency of the Number of Duplicated Campuses  
# of Dupl. 
Campuses 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative % 










































































































 A review of the 346 campuses with one campus, itself, on both reports was 
conducted. Of the 346 campuses, 91 campuses had a 60% or higher poverty level and 228 
campuses had a 40% or higher poverty level. The average poverty level was 46.72%. 
With the poverty levels ranging from 0% to 93.5%, again impacting all poverty levels. 
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With a correlation coefficient of .004 (n = 2,403), analysis between the levels of poverty 
to the number of duplicated campuses revealed no statistically significant correlation. 
Using a scatterplot (Figure 4.7), the relationship of the campus poverty level and 
the number of duplicated campuses on both comparable improvement reports produced a 
nonlinear relationship. Although nonlinear, a fairly clear curvilinear tendency did exist. I 
believe that this figure to be the most significant finding reflecting non-comparability. 
The campuses at either the extreme high or low poverty levels tended to have more 
duplicated campuses. The campuses in the mid-range of poverty had the fewest campuses 
duplicated. 
Figure 4.7 
Relationship Between Number of Duplicated Campuses with Poverty  
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Because of the curvilinear results, the relationship between the percent of poverty 
and the number of duplicated campuses was examined more precisely for the bottom and 
top poverty quartiles. Campuses in the highest poverty quartile, above 71.7 % poverty, 
and the lowest poverty quartile, below 25.2 % poverty, were analyzed using the Pearson 
Correlation.  
Using the lowest poverty quartile (600 campuses) in the correlation analysis, a 
low negative correlation of r = -.43 developed between the number of campuses on both 
reports and the poverty levels of the campuses. With this low negative correlation, 
campuses with lower poverty levels tended to have more duplicated campuses. Although 
this is a higher correlation than the total campus group, the coefficient of determination, 
r2 = .19, suggests that there is a moderate relationship between the two factors.  
I completed the same analysis with 602 campuses in the top quartile of poverty 
(71.7% or above poverty). The result was a moderate positive correlation of r = .52 
between the poverty level and the number of campuses on both comparable improvement 
reports. Campuses with higher poverty rates tended to have more duplicated campuses on 
the comparable improvement reports. With a correlation of r = .52, the coefficient of 
determination (r2 = .27) represents a moderate shared variance. The curvilinear 
relationship between the number of duplicated campuses and campus poverty reflected 
the greatest impact on the middle poverty level campuses. The middle poverty campuses 
tended to have fewer duplicated campuses than the campuses with either low or high 
poverty levels. Figure 4.7 provided the strongest evidence of the incomparability between 
the current and the alternative process.  
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Summary 
 The analysis of the data provided modest evidence of the impact of poverty on the 
comparable improvement quartile ranking, campus group TLI average growth, and 
awards eligibility. For each research question, poverty levels were widely variable. 
Although the impact of the alternative process was spread across all poverty levels, the 
middle poverty campuses experienced the greatest change. For research question 2, the    
t test comparison of the two group means produced a statistically significant difference 
between the two processes for math. Additionally for research question 4, the campus 
grouping, provided a mild to moderate relationship between the poverty-first comparable 
improvement sorting procedure and poverty.  





Discussion and Interpretation 
The purpose of this quantitative study was to determine the impact of poverty on 
the comparable improvement ranking for elementary campuses in Texas. The analysis 
focused on four issues concerning comparable improvement: the quartile placement in 
reading and math, group average Texas Learning Index (TLI) growth, award eligibility, 
and comparison group composition. An alternative comparable improvement process 
using poverty as the initial selection characteristic was compared to the current 
comparable improvement process using the most dominant demographic. The 
fundamental issue was to determine whether grouping campuses based on the campus 
poverty level produced a more equitable and comparable comparison.  
The issue of poverty is a mounting concern as the numbers of children in poverty 
continue to grow (TSSS, 2000). In this study, I sought to expand the knowledge base 
regarding the impact of poverty on student performance. The findings of this study could 
contribute new understanding to the perceived influence of poverty on student 
achievement. An additional outcome of this study was an improved understanding of the 
state of Texas accountability system and the use of comparable improvement in statewide 
comparisons. As campuses continue to receive comparable improvement reports and 
quartile rankings, educators can better interpret and understand the indicator’s 
significance.  
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Research Questions and Findings 
Research Question 1 
What are the differences in quartile placement based on the current order of dominance 
process when compared to an alternative process using the percentage of poverty as the 
initial selection characteristic? 
 No practically significant correlation existed between the shift score and the 
campus poverty levels. The correlation coefficient was slightly higher for reading than in 
math, however both correlations were negligible. For reading, approximately two thirds 
of the campuses experienced no change in quartile ranking in the alternative sorting 
process. For math, approximately three-fourths of the campuses did not change quartile 
ranking. For reading and math, the middle poverty campuses, 40%-80% poverty, tended 
to be effected most. The results may also have been impacted by the removal of the 1,293 
campuses with poverty as the dominant characteristic in the current process from the 
study sample.  
Using an aggregate sum of shift scores as an overall review of quartile change, the 
alternative process produced more positive than negative shift scores in both subjects as 
more campuses moved into higher quartiles. For both reading and math, the aggregate 
shift scores reflect little overall change when considering the sample size. Although the 
alternative process produced little change in quartile placement, more positive shift 
scores were produced in math than reading. One explanation might be that fewer 
elementary campuses were assigned a quartile ranking in reading under the current 
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system. Therefore, no shift score could be computed for this study. In the current process, 
126 campuses for reading and 33 campuses for math did not receive quartile rankings. 
This difference of 93 campuses may have accounted for the difference in aggregate shift 
scores. This lack of quartile ranking could reflect a higher number of student exemptions 
in reading than in math and thereby reducing the number of matched students. 
Exemptions would be allowable for limited English proficient and for special education 
students. 
The use of quartile ranking may have minimized the results. It is unknown what 
change in ranking within the quartile group resulted from the alternative process. With 
ten campuses (25%) in each quartile, a campus could have moved up or down nine 
campus positions without changing quartiles. Using the actual ranking within the quartile 
could have provided a more precise measurement of change. To improve data quality and 
reduce data entry mistakes, Texas Education Agency constructed the alternative process 
and the comparisons. Though this action may have reduced potential data entry mistakes, 
this action also removed any possibility of reviewing change within the quartile.  
The results may also have been impacted by the close relationship between 
ethnicity and poverty (CEAPIR, 1998; Reigel, 1992;TSSS, 2000; Webster, 2001; & 
Welch, 1995). In the current process, a poor, predominately Hispanic campus would be 
compared to another predominantly Hispanic campus, regardless of the poverty level. In 
the alternative process, the poor Hispanic campus would be compared to other poor 
campuses, which may or may not be predominantly Hispanic. Because of the high 
correlation between the percent of students of minority status and poverty, the change in 
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selection process may have produced little variation. White, the ethnicity with the lowest 
poverty rate, may have had the most benefit from the alternative process. However, 
because my study focused on the poverty levels of campuses impacted by the alternative 
process, the impact on different ethnicities cannot be determined.   
 
Research Question 2 
What is the difference in the campus TLI average growth and group TLI average growth 
based on the current order of dominance process when compared to an alternative process 
using the percentage of poverty as the initial selection characteristic? 
 Research question 2 was the most difficult question for me to analyze. I 
determined that the best method to evaluate the impact of the sorting process was to 
examine the impact on the group means. An analysis of the group mean of the differences 
between the campus and group averages in both processes provided the necessary 
comparison. The difference between the campus and group TLI average growth was 
computed first. Then, the aggregate difference in TLI average growth was calculated for 
each subject for both processes.  
If sorting campuses by poverty had produced a more comparable grouping, then 
the alternative process should have produced a more compact group average. However, 
the alternative process produced a broader range of group averages, lower means, and 
larger standard deviation scores than the current process for both reading and math. In 
order to better understand the difference in the group means, a two-paired sample t test 
was conducted. For math, the t test revealed that the two group means were statistically 
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significantly different. With three-fourths of the campuses not changing quartiles, the 
group composition varied enough to impact the group TLI average growth. Although the 
t test revealed no significance in the means for reading, the range and standard deviation 
for the two groups were notably different.  
In this study, I sought to review the impact of the alternative process on the 
comparison group’s TLI average growth. Using the information gathered, I found that the 
two comparable improvement processes did produce statistically different group TLI 
average growth scores in math, but not reading. The finding from research question 4 
could also have impacted these results. The two comparison groups were practically 
significantly different; therefore significantly different means would be expected.  
 
Research Question 3 
What changes occur in the award eligibility when the current order of dominance process 
is compared to an alternative process using the percentage of poverty as the initial 
selection characteristic?  
 Comparable improvement additional acknowledgement is awarded to a campus 
for high performance on TAAS. To be considered high performing, a campus must be 
ranked in Quartile 1 in the subject and have 50% or more of the matched students scoring 
above 84 TLI. The additional acknowledgment is reported on the campus AEIS report 
and included in the required public hearing. For this question, the poverty levels of the 
campuses that either benefited or were penalized by the alternative process were 
analyzed.  
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In comparing the number of campuses in each process for reading, 91 campuses 
were penalized by the alternative process, while 90 campuses benefited. The mean was 
34.16% poverty for the penalized campuses, while 48.32% poverty level for campuses 
benefiting. The alternative process tended to benefit the middle range poverty campuses 
more than either high or low poverty schools for reading. For math, the alternative 
process penalized only 28 campuses, while 32 campuses benefited. The mean was 25.9% 
poverty for the penalized campuses, and 34% poverty level for the campuses benefiting. 
Although the alternative process impacted more low to middle poverty level campuses, 
the campuses benefiting from the alternative process had an 8-point higher mean poverty 
level than those penalized for math. 
The alternative sorting process impacted campuses from all poverty levels, but the 
middle poverty campuses benefited more than high or low poverty level campuses for 
reading. For math, campuses with 30% to 40% poverty benefited the most. The 
alternative process mean was 8.1 percentage points higher than the mean for the current 
process. When compared to math, reading had three times as many campuses impacted 
by the alterative process. Additionally for reading, the difference of 14 points in the mean 
poverty levels for campuses benefiting over the campuses penalized demonstrates the 
impact on the middle poverty campuses. This impact on the middle poverty levels could 
have been strengthened by the removal of the campuses with poverty as their dominant 
characteristic. Additionally, the results from research question 4 revealed that the middle 
poverty campuses had the most change in comparison groups. For both subjects, the total 
number of campuses benefiting or being penalized was relatively low when compared to 
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the size of the sample. Because the measure of change was the quartile, the actual change 
of ranking within the quartile group was not available.  
 
Research Question 4 
What changes occur in campus comparison group composition when the current order of 
dominance process is compared to an alternative process using the percentage of poverty 
as the initial selection characteristic? 
 With 2,403 campuses in the sample, the alternative process produced reports with 
20 or less duplicated campuses. The number of campuses duplicated on both comparable 
improvement reports range from 1 to 20 campuses.  It was noteworthy that 346 
campuses, 14.39% of the total sample, did not have a single campus repeated on both 
reports, except itself. With a mean of 4.0 duplicated campuses, the average campus had 
only 3 other campuses on both reports. While 90.6% had 7 or fewer (6 campuses and the 
target campus) duplicated campuses, 98.8% had 14 (13 besides the target campus) or less 
campuses reported on both reports.  
Although I found no correlation between the campus poverty level and the 
number of duplicated campuses, a scatterplot (Figure 4.7) revealed that a curvilinear 
relationship existed. The figure visually displayed the lack of comparability, particularly 
for the middle poverty campuses, between the two processes. By definition, comparable 
improvement compares campuses that are the most similar to the target campus. As 
Figure 4.7 clearly demonstrated, I found the campuses included in the comparison group 
were not the most and not comparable in regard to poverty. 
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After assigning quartile placement for campus poverty levels, a low negative (r = 
-.43) correlation was found for the low quartile poverty campuses. For the low poverty 
campuses, as the poverty increased the number of duplicated campuses decreased. In the 
top quartile of campus poverty, a moderate positive correlation (r = .52) existed. For the 
high poverty campuses, as the poverty increased the number of duplicated campuses 
increased. The middle range of poverty campuses tended to have the least number of 
duplicated campuses on both reports. The campuses with the highest and the lowest 
poverty levels tended to have the highest number of duplicated campuses.   
In the current TEA process, the initial 100-campus group must be similar in 
regard to the most dominant characteristic. However, in regard to the second sorting 
characteristic, the campuses may be very dissimilar. For the medium poverty campuses, 
the second sorting characteristic was often poverty. The alternative process forced the 
initial campus group to be comparable in regard to campus poverty. Research questions 2 
and 4 provided evidence that the two processes were not comparable in regard to poverty, 
however little impact was found on quartile ranking and award eligibility in research 
questions 1 and 3. Reliability is the consistency of scores between measurements. 
Although the campus grouping was not comparable in relation to the level of poverty, it 
proved to be a reliable system of comparison. Few campuses changed quartiles and no 
campuses moved more than two quartiles. Considering the sample size, the comparison 
groups provided consistent results with few exemptions.  
 When reviewed holistically, the alternative process had the greatest impact on the 
campuses with poverty ranging from 40% to 80%. Because poverty was not the campus’s 
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dominant characteristic in the current, the alternative process tended to provide a more 
favorable comparison group. Of the 857 campuses with 40% to 80% poverty, the 
dominant characteristic was limited English proficient for 2 campuses, mobility for 2, 
African American for 46, Hispanic for 230, and white for 575 campuses. Three possible 
factors may have influenced the results. First as found in research question 4, the middle 
poverty campuses had the most change in comparison group. Second, the interaction 
between the middle poverty campuses and the alternative process could have been fueled 
by the removal of the 1,295 campuses with poverty as the dominant characteristic in 
current system. With poverty levels ranging from 53.2% to 100%, the 1,295 campuses 
could have potentially reduced any impact on high poverty campuses and thereby 
emphasized the impact to the middle poverty campuses. Third, the high correlation 
between poverty and ethnicity may have limited the impact of the alternative process. 
 
Discussion 
 One of the characteristics of poverty is that it knows no color lines (Connerly, 
1999). Poverty crosses all ethnicities, all languages, and all ages (Reigel, 1992; TSSS, 
2000; & Welch, 1995). As Texas classrooms continue to become more diverse, they also 
grow poorer (TSSS, 2000). Low-income students tend to perform at lower levels than 
their more affluent peers. Through the years following the Coleman study (1966), 
researchers (Adams, 1994; Alexander, 1998; Brown, 1994; Cormier, 1992; Dollinger, 
1997; Fortune, 1979; Haetinger, 2000; Hemberger-Coffey, 1991; Hill, 1999; Lamberson, 
1989; MacDonald, 1996; Maume, 1998; Perkins, 1992; Pierre, 1994; Plecki, 1991; 
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Thompson, 1996; Smith, 1999; & Yong, 1987) have found similar results providing a 
firm foundation for the negative impact of poverty on student performance.   
In teaching children to overcome the inequalities of poverty, the school is often 
the institution to level the playing field for all students. In this task, several studies 
provide educators encouragement. The Texas Successful Schools Study by TEA (2000), 
RMC Research Corporation study (2000), Edmonds Effective Schools Study (1979), and 
the Effective Border Schools Research (1996) found that high minority, high poverty 
schools can be academically effective. Other studies (Cavazos, 1999; Hill, 1999, 
McClure, 1999, Powell, 1997; Rowland, 1999; & San Miguel, 1996) found high poverty 
campuses that experienced high success rates through strong leadership and quality 
instruction. When schools are effective, all students can learn. These findings continue to 
support the philosophy of Edmonds (1979) when he stated, “We can, whenever and 
wherever we choose, successfully teach all children whose schooling is of interest to us. 
We already know more than we need to know in order to do that. Whether we do it or not 
must finally depend upon how we feel about the fact, that we haven’t done it so far” 
(School Improvement, 2001). 
As policymakers continue to legislate more systems of accountability (Bryk & 
Hermanson, 1993; Darling-Hammond, 1992; Kaagan & Coley, 1989; & San Miguel, 
1996), the focus on student outcomes becomes of utmost importance. The public has a 
meaningful context for interpreting such student outcome data when states provide a 
comparison for educational indicators (Bryk & Hermanson, 1993; Davies & Williamson, 
1997; Richards, 1988; Riegel, 1992; San Miguel, 1996; & SREB, 1995). Although these 
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comparisons provide a meaningful context to judge performance, the wrong comparison 
can be detrimental, divisive, and counterproductive.   
To respond to the public’s desire for accountability, the state of Texas has 
developed an elaborate and sophisticated system based on student outcomes. The state 
system is so detailed that a 200-page technical manual is provided annually. Many state 
educators view the comparable improvement reporting as complex and complicated, 
while some view it as unfair and unreliable. Perhaps the greatest outcome of this research 
will be an improved confidence in the state process of comparable improvement 
reporting. Although the campus comparison group was not comparable in relation to the 
campus poverty level, the current grouping process produced a fair and reliable system of 
comparison. The value added capacity of high performing campuses was equally 
rewarded in both the current and alternative processes.   
However, an apprehension about using the order of dominance as used in the 
current system still exists. First, caution with the use of ethnicity as a sorting and 
comparison characteristic should be used. While policymakers purposefully design 
accountability systems to highlight disparity between ethnicities and emphasize the need 
for change, several political implications of this practice remain. While discussing the 
politics of reform, Cuban (1990, p. 16) once asked an appropriate question for this 
dilemma, “Are we dealing with the problem or the politics of the problem?” Though the 
state has a compelling reason to group by race in accountability systems, the difference in 
achievement levels among student groups makes the public uncomfortable. However, to 
ignore the achievement gap between different student groups would be an educational 
   
  122
injustice while establishing varying expectation for each ethnicity would be political 
suicide. Or in this case, do states have the wrong solutions to the right problems, or vice 
versa (Cuban, 1990)? 
 Second, some theorize (Jencks & Phillips, 1998) that grouping people by ethnicity 
produces psychologically negative reactions for minorities. In addition to dealing with 
negative stereotypes, people from minority groups must also deal with the fear of 
confirming such low expectations. This negative response has been termed stereotype 
vulnerability. Steele and Aronson (cited in Jencks & Phillips, 1998) proposed that as a 
result of being compared to whites, many minority students perform poorly on 
achievement tests. This stereotype threat is most prevalent for successful and 
academically strong African American students and may lead the students to withdraw. 
With each academic test, the black student fears confirming the society’s negative 
stereotype of the past.  
Another negative implication of using ethnicity as a sorting and comparison criteria is 
the potential carryover into curriculum and instruction. If stereotype vulnerability, as 
theorized by Steele and Aronson’s (cited in Jencks & Phillips, 1998), also exists in the 
classroom, the impact becomes even greater as the child of minority is devalued by 
minimal expectations and relegated to lower level courses. If poverty, not ethnicity, is 
used, the negative stereotype and the detrimental legacy can be avoided.  
The potential for harmful effects can be found in the Texas accountability system. 
Each campus’s accreditation rating is based on the performance of all student and student 
groups of African American, Hispanic, white and economically disadvantaged. Due to 
   
  123
low TAAS performance, any one of the student groups could be responsible for a 
campus’s low performance rating, thereby equating the campus low performance rating 
to one student group. In the Texas accountability system, the comparison of student 
performance by ethnicity could negatively affect minority student performance, and 
therefore, the campus performance. This comparison by ethnicity could prove to be 
counterproductive to the state’s mission of excellence and equity for all students.  
Although some empirical support for stereotype vulnerability exists, it is important to 
remember that it is only a theory. However, as reviewed in this study, sorting by poverty 
instead of ethnicity removes such negative stigmatization and any potential legal 
ramifications of a race-based system, because poverty cuts across all racial and ethnic 
groups. Additionally I found, sorting by poverty is equally reliable. In effect, substituting 
poverty for ethnicity as a primary sorter may have salutary consequences for both 
students and schools. The message that student performance is more indicative of 
educational opportunities than skin color is more palatable and equally reliable.  
 
Suggestions for Further Research 
  Accountability is an intensely political issue facing educators. To achieve the 
goal of improved student performance, states have developed intricate information 
systems. With such information resources, much can be learned. TEA maintains a vast 
database of student performance. Although this study did not include a case study 
methodology, a study of Quartile 1 campuses compared to Quartile 4 campuses could 
reveal a profile of effectiveness useful in campus improvement. Additionally, no 
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longitudinal studies have been conducted using comparable improvement quartile 
placement as a research variable. A multi-year analysis of campuses consistently ranked 
in Quartile 1 or a case study of high performing or high gaining campuses could also 
provide additional information in campus improvement efforts.  
An additional area for research is the impact of accountability reporting by 
ethnicity. In addition to dealing with negative stereotypes of lower mental ability, African 
Americans must also deal with the fear of confirming such low expectations (Jencks & 
Phillips, 1998). If the theory of stereotype vulnerability has value, the reporting of student 
performance by ethnicity may create unintentional detrimental pressure. The further 
review of stereotype vulnerability and its impact on various ethnicities could be valuable 
in the development of high quality accountability systems. 
Because this study found the state comparable improvement a reliable comparison 
and the theory of stereotype vulnerability suggests that sorting by ethnicity has potential 
negative implications, a replication of this study with poverty as the primary but as the 
only sorting characteristic could review the impact of poverty more specifically. In this 
study, I used poverty as the primary sorting characteristic but completed the grouping 
process using the order of dominance of the remaining characteristics. If using only 
poverty produced similar results, the use of ethnicity could be eliminated altogether.  
Although this study found the state comparable improvement a reliable 
comparison in terms of student performance, only elementary campuses were included in 
the analysis. Valuable information could be gained by the study of junior high or high 
school campuses. As this study focused on comparable improvement and poverty, many 
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unanswered questions remain on the grouping process regarding campus size and 
geographic location. As the race lines continue to blur, Clinchy’s (2001, p. 494) 
“economic segregation” recognizes poverty status as the major characteristic that 
separates Americans rather than ethnicity. According to Clinchy, the high minority inner 
city and the predominantly white rural areas have higher incidents of extreme poverty 
and economically segregation than other locations. An attempt to construct new 
indicators or comparisons more comparable by size or geographic location could add to 
the findings of the current research. 
In defining high performing students, TEA excludes TLI scores of the students 
that scored above 84 on TAAS. By applying the exclusions for high performing students, 
TEA is actually comparing the growth of the remaining students who did not score above 
a TLI of 84 to assign quartile placement. Although the comparable improvement process 
sorts campuses by total demographics, the comparison based on the demographics of the 
selected group of students whose TLI scores were actually included would also provide 
valuable information on campus comparisons. 
In the review of research, teachers were more negative toward accountability 
measures than were administrators. Additionally, campus administrators were more 
negative than were district administrators. The closer the person was to the classroom, the 
more negative the person viewed accountability. A study of personal or professional 
motivational traits of educators could provide insight into why accountability systems are 
viewed as a strong instructional focus by some and a barrier to instruction by others. If 
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The challenge for any state accountability system is to provide valuable 
information about the instructional program in a fair and equitable manner. The fact that 
the data are publicly reported makes the data powerful and influential. The use of 
comparable improvement in the accountability and award system is a very important 
process that impacts all campuses in Texas. As a foundation of any accountability 
system, a state should reward the value added quality of effective instruction. The high 
performance of high poverty, high minority campuses emphasize the reality that when 
teachers have high expectations and effectively teach, children learn. The value added 
component, or the teacher and delivery portion, must be recognized and measured by a 
state accountability system.  
In regard to comparisons, the idea of a system of differentiated expectations based 
on ethnicity would violate America’s basic premise of equality and the effective school 
principle that all kids can learn. The use of poverty has and continues to be the only 
politically acceptable tool for differentiation. The federal government has and continues 
to recognize the impact of poverty, rather than ethnicity, as a measure to estimate 
instructional need and to generate supplementary funding. Somehow it is much more 
palatable to use poverty as the principal factor impacting student learning than ethnicity. 
The use of ethnicity to determine educational need would not be so acceptable. With the 
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diversification of America, it would be politically unacceptable to fund schools based 
upon the percentage of African American, Hispanic, or white students. And yet, the 
current system of comparable improvement does not recognize poverty as the most 
appropriate comparison for performance and growth. Using the most dominant 
characteristic to select the initial 100-campus pool, gives equal status to ethnicity, 
poverty, mobility, and language proficiency. Although the alternative process did not 
provide a substantial technical improvement, sorting by poverty may provide an 
immeasurable political improvement over the current process.  
At the student level, it should matter not if the child is black or white. What must 
matter is what opportunities or experiences the child has missed due to lack of resources. 
Schools can and must focus on equality of educational opportunity. If the school is to 
level the playing field for all children, what task must be completed to level the field for 
the black or Hispanic child? And what if this black or Hispanic child comes from an 
affluent family? Because the most important factor that separates people is poverty, the 
school must respond to the child’s lack of resources, not skin color. An affluent Hispanic 
campus has less in common with high poverty Hispanic campus than with another 
affluent campus, regardless of ethnicity. In this situation, a comparison based on poverty 
level would be the most valuable measure.  
According to Cuban (1990), Americans view schools as the vehicle for social and 
individual change. Therefore, when a social problem arises, the school becomes the 
change agent. For poverty, the school has a clear mission to provide the necessary 
experiences and resources that the impoverished home was not able to provide. As 
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policymakers look to the school to solve the nation’s social ills, education becomes the 
chosen path out of poverty for any poor child, black or white. The path remains the same. 
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